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Aegyptus 

deorum in terras suae religionis merito 
sola deductio, 

sanctitatis et pietatis magistra 

Egypt, 

the only land that by the strength of its religion 
brought the gods down to the earth, 
model of holiness and piety 


—Asclepius 25 
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Foreword to the German Edition 


Culture is memory—so the definition of the Russian semiotician Yuri 
Lotman. If this is so, then we must admit that even today, 180 years 
after Champollion's decipherment of the hierogl3^hs, the spiritual 
legacy of the high culture of ancient Egypt has scarcely become a part 
of our own cultural recollection. It is an object of fascination, but we 
do not really comprehend it. And yet, sources of great antiquity and 
variety are at our disposal. 

Such a cultural anamnesis propels this book. To this end, two 
hermeneutic approaches are employed, one historical and the other 
systematic. A historical approach exists when a chain of tradition 
serves to connect us to a temporally distant world. The tractate 
"Asclepius" from the Hermetic corpus, from which the epigraph of 
this volume is drawn, serves as an entrie into this representation of 
Egyptian religion. Faced with the threat of divine withdrawal and 
the destruction of the world, as described in detail in the apocalypse 
of the twenty-fifth chapter, Egypt is conjured up as the "temple of the 
world," the epitome of perfect divine presence, and handed down 
into the cultural recollection of the West. And although details were 
lost to this recollection, a Max Weber could view the history of reli¬ 
gion as a process of disenchantment of the world. If this picture is 
accurate, then we must first of all reach back to ancient Egypt to 
encounter an image that is the opposite image of a "disenchanted" 
world. 

The second approach is of a systematic nature. It consists of 
methodical comparisons and seeks to register positive concepts and 
to distinguish them from negated alternatives. Siegfried Morenz has 
already taken this route in defining Egyptian religion with the help of 
contrasting pairs: 

traditional—^not founded religion 
cult—^not a religion of the book 
national—^not universal religion 


ix 



FOREWORD TO THE GERMAN EDITION 

But these distinctions are all too unspecific. They state only what 
everyone knows: that Egyptian religion was not one of the few great 
revealed religions, but rather one of the rest, from which the revealed 
religions emphatically distinguished themselves. It is a comparison 
with these others that could be instructive. 

In this study, an attempt will therefore be made to develop differen¬ 
tiated parameters for the comparison of religions on the basis of that of 
Egypt. Starting with the concept of divine presence so emphatically 
stressed in the "Asclepius," religion is characterized as a dialectic 
between divine presence and transcendence. Every contact with the 
divine entails consciousness of the alterity, the unavailability, the inac¬ 
cessibility of the sacred, which exceeds the boundaries of its "con- 
tactability," although contact is also based on the existence of a sphere 
of religious communication that I call "divine presence." This sphere 
has dimensions that are specific to cultures and epochs, but which 
change and thus determine the distinctive profile of a religion in a 
given epoch. These "dimensions of divine presence" serve here as the 
basis of our treatment of Egyptian religion, while at the same time, they 
should provide a tertium comparalionis for intercultural comparison. 

It is hoped that this book will facilitate such comparative endeav¬ 
ors regarding Egyptian religion and culture, and consequently, the 
essence of religion and culture more generally. It is thus directed to all 
who concern themselves with these problems: historians, students 
and sociologists of religion, theologians, ethnologists, cultural anthro¬ 
pologists—and especially to readers to whom religion and culture 
mean something, even without immediate professional reasons. 

My thanks are due to my publisher, W. Kohlhammer, for having 
created a forum for this crossdisciplinary dialogue and for allowing 
my voice to be heard in it. 

For many improvements, I am grateful to my students during aca¬ 
demic year 1982-1983, and in particular to Heike Guksch, who read 
the proofs with me. 

Heidelberg, July 1984 Jan Assmann 
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Translator's Note 


In this book, the following conventions have been followed in the 
citations from ancient texts: 

Squcure brackets [ ] enclose words that have been restored in a lacuna. 

An ellipsis . . . indicates that a word or words in the original text 
have been omitted in the citation. 

An ellipsis in square brackets [. . .] indicates the presence of a 
lacrma for which no restoration has been attempted. 

There is no single set of conventions for the English rendering of 
ancient Egyptian and modem Arabic personal and place names. Most 
of the names mentioned in this book occur in a standard reference 
work, John Baines and Jaromlr Malek, Atlas of Ancient Egypt (New 
York, 1980), and the renderings here follow those in that volume. Of 
the two exceptions, one is the omission of the typographical sign for 
ayin; this consonant does not exist in English, and it was thought that 
its inclusion would serve only as a distraction to the reader. The other 
is the divine name Amim-Re, which is more consistent with the form 
Amun than is the Amon-Re of the Atlas. 

The citation from Rainer Maria Rilke's nineteenth sormet to 
Orpheus in chapter 3 is taken from Sonnets to Orpheus, translated by 
M. D. Herter Norton (New York, 1942), p. 53. 

Egyptian religion is a huge and complex topic, and for more than 
three decades, Jan Assmann has been striving to achieve an under¬ 
standing of its theological significance. This volume, which is a syn¬ 
thesis of his work, is thus of considerable importance, and it very 
much deserves to be put at the disposal of the English-speaking pub¬ 
lic. I wish to express my thanks to Cornell University Press for asking 
me to be involved with this project, and to Dr. Eckhard Eichler for his 
invaluable assistance while it was in progress. 


D.L. 
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FIRST CATARACT 


CHAPTER 1 


Religion: 
Divine Presence 
and Transcendence 


The ancient Egyptian language has no word for "religion," but the 
many treatments of Egyptian religion have encountered no difficul¬ 
ties in determining their subject; the relevant phenomena are clearly 
distinct within what remains to us of Egyptian culture. Best known 
is the case of the writing system: when we speak of "hieroglyphs," 
the picture writing of inscriptions on stone, and "hieratic," the cur¬ 
sive script of papyri and ostraca, we follow the usage of the Greeks, 
who opposed these sacred (Greek hierds, "sacred") writing systems to 
Demotic, the so-called profane (Greek demos, "people") writing sys¬ 
tem. We observe the same phenomenon of distinctiveness in archi¬ 
tecture: over the course of time, from the middle of the third 
millennium b.c.e. on, the rule that sacred buildings were to be 
erected of stone and domestic structures of mud brick was ever more 
strictly observed. As in the case of language (and in the later periods, 
of writing systems), the concept of religion as put into practice in 
architecture embraced the cults of deities and the dead, that is, tem¬ 
ples and tombs. 

Indeed, we capture an essential aspect of the Egyptian experience 
if we think of it as divided into a mundane realm and a sacred realm, 
on the one hand strictly distinguished from one another, but on the 
other h<md in many ways connected. What could be more appropri¬ 
ate than to orient ourselves to this clearly drawn boundary and to 
make what the Egyptians themselves distinguished as belonging to 
the realm of the sacred the theme of a history of Egyptian religion? 
The fact that this boundary shifted over time should present no dif¬ 
ficulty for such an account, provided that it proceeds in a sufficiently 
historical mcinner. The problem is rather that the meaning and nature 
of the boundary changed, at first barely perceptibly, and then ever 
more distinctly. This process of differentiating religion from the 
whole of the culture, and of differentiating the profane from a system 
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RELIGION 


that was originally religiously determined, appears more clearly on 
the social level than in language and architecture. In the later phases 
of Egyptian culture, the priests were a clearly differentiated caste, 
and priestly descent was a precondition of the sacerdotal vocation. In 
the New IGngdom, however, it was a common practice to appoint 
officials of quite different origin and professional training, such as 
"pensioned" officers, to priestly positions. But even by this time, 
priesthood was a full-time job, at least in the higher ranks. This was 
in no way the case in earlier periods. In the Old Kingdom, priesthood 
was a secondary occupation that was tended to on a rotating basis by 
officials with rather different primary functions. The only profes¬ 
sional priest was the lector priest (the Egyptian title means literally 
"he who carries the papyrus roll"), for it was he who disposed of the 
magical power of the "divine words." These sociological facts show 
clearly that the character of the boundary between the mundane and 
the sacred experienced a fundamental transformation over the 
course of the three millennia of the history of Egyptian civilization. 
The boundary itself is thoroughly problematic, and nothing would 
be more erroneous than to project late phenomena back into earlier 
periods. 

The problem can be outlined as follows. On the one hand, in an 
early culture, everything has a religious basis, with the result that it 
seems inappropriate to take the boundary—^however sharply it may 
be drawn—^between the sacred and the profane as a guideline for 
characterizing the concept of religion or as a thematic boundary for 
its discussion. In particular, it must be asked to what extent speak¬ 
ing of "the profane" in such an early cultural phase is justified. On 
the other hand, despite all, the sacred and the forms of dealing with 
it are conspicuously distinguished from the everyday world. Sacred 
places (temples and other sanctuaries), sacred time (religious festi¬ 
vals), and sacred activities (rituals) can be unequivocally identified. 
This clear-cut area of the cultic is too narrow, whereas the area of 
those matters based on and determined by religion that coincides 
with the concept of culture is too wide. There is yet another diffi¬ 
culty: the historical process can be described as an increase in the 
profane—in the course of history, certain areas distinguish them¬ 
selves as (relatively) profane from the all-encompassing religious 
basis of cultural manifestations as a whole. This process is desig¬ 
nated as "secularization," or perhaps better, "desacralization." But 
there is also an opposite process of increased religious determina¬ 
tion, and in Egypt, we can observe it in the areas of wisdom litera¬ 
ture, the concept of history, and the interpretation of everyday 
experience. Here, we are dealing with a process of "sacralization." 
In comparison with late Ramesside wisdom literature, such as the 
Instruction of Amenemope (ca. iioo b.c.e.), an older wisdom text 
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DIVINE presence AND TRANSCENDENCE 

such as the Instruction of Ptahhotpe (ca. 2000 b.c.e.) seems decid¬ 
edly secular in outlook. We can speak of a theology of history—in 
the sense of explaining history as a manifestation of divine will— 
only beginning with the Ramesside Period (ca. 1300 b.c.e.). To offer 
)ust one example from everyday, practical matters, later medical 
papyri differ from earlier ones in that they contain an increasing 
number of magical spells. 


1.1. Two Concepts of Religion 

I believe we can get a grip on the problem if we distinguish two con¬ 
cepts of religion: a wider and a narrower one. I shall explain this dis¬ 
tinction with the help of an Egyptian text that outlines the role of the 
king in the world and, in the process, describes in a general manner 
what the Egyptians understood by religion: 

Re has placed the king 
in the land of the living, 
forever and ever, 
judging humankind 

and satisfying the gods, 
realizing Maat and destroying Isfet. 

He (the king) gives offerings to the gods 
and mortuary offerings to the deceased.' 

Maat designates the idea of a meaningful, all-pervasive order that 
embraces the world of humankind, objects, and nature—^in short, the 
meaning of creation, the form in which it was intended by the creator 
god. The present condition of the world no longer corresponds to 
this meaning. The difference manifests itself in the phenomenon of 
Isfet, "lack." Sickness, death, scarcity, injustice, falsehood, theft, vio¬ 
lence, war, enmity—all these are manifestations of lack in a world 
that has fallen into disorder through loss of its original plenitude of 
meaning. The meaning of creation lies in its plenitude, which yields 
order and justice. Where all are cared for, no one is oppressed, no one 
commits deeds of violence against others, no one need suffer. 
Suffering, scarcity, injustice, crime, rebellion, war, and so forth, had 
no meaning for the Egyptians. They were symptoms of an emptying 
or estrangement of meaning from the world, which had distanced 
itself from its origin in the course of history. The Egyptians "tolerated 
history only with difficulty," to cite Mircea Eliade's formulation 
regarding archaic societies. They did not see reality in the contin¬ 
gency of ordinary or extraordinary occurrences and events, but in 
Maat as the embodiment of an original plenitude of meaning that 
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manifested itself as provisioning and justice. Turning their historical 
perspective backward, they strove with all their might to keep the 
original plenitude of meaning in view and to bring it into force 
through constant activity. 

This activity was entrusted to the king. All action was monopo¬ 
lized by his person, but he delegated parts of this comprehensive 
responsibility to others—^priests and officials—^with the result that 
virtually all had a share in the work of realizing Maat. The king real¬ 
ized Maat by dispensing justice and carrying out the cult: 

judging humankind 

and satisfying the gods. 

To do this, he had at his disposal two divine powers that had stood at 
the side of the creator god himself: SiVi, "perception," and Hu, "utter¬ 
ance." Sia enabled the king to perceive the plenitude of meaning and 
to keep it in his nund (in Egyptian, "in his heart"), whereas Hu gave 
his word the power to become a reality immediately. 

Plenitude was a matter of abundance and its just distribution. The 
former was a divine responsibility, and the latter was the king's, a 
division of labor that was expressed by means of an exchange. In the 
cult ritual, the king offered Maat to the divine, and especially to the 
sun god Re. This act symbolized the descriptive hymn of praise that 
expressed the plenitude of meaning in creation and brought it to 
fruition by means of authoritative utterance, Hu. One of the meanings 
of the word hu is "abimdance, plenitude"; the concepts of plenitude 
and speech were closely cormected. Hu was the creative will of the 
creator god, directed toward plenitude, that expressed itself in words, 
while Maat was the plenitude of the well-ordered and tended world 
of creation that was offered to the divine in cultic praise and was con¬ 
tinually restored among humankind by upholding the law in the 
courts. Maat was a meaning that was perceived by the king with the 
help of Sia and expressed by him with the assistance of Hu. Through 
meaningful speech, the king contravened the gravitational pull of his¬ 
tory, which tended to alienate meaning. 

The sacredness of the original order and the salvation implicit in 
the notion of plenitude made these concerns with the restoration of 
this order—^both the king's and those of all who shared in this 
effort —a religious, and not just a restorative, task. Thus, in a very 
general sense, the Egyptian concept of religion can be defined as the 
realization of Maat, which can be specified, according to the 
Egyptian formulation, as the tasks of 

speaking justice for humankind 

satisfying the gods 
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giving offerings to the gods 

and mortuary offerings to the deceased: 


realization of Maat 



human realm divine realm 

administration of justice/provisioning pacifying/satisfying 



gods deceased 

divine offerings mortuary offerings 


In this form, it becomes clear that the comprehensive religious concept 
of "realizing Maat" includes a narrower concept of religion: pacifying 
the gods. The two components of the general concept of religion, and 
at the same time the central functions of kingship, are (i) ethics and 
the dispensing of justice (the creation of solidarity and abundance in 
the social sphere through dispensing justice, care, and provisions), 
and (2) religion in the narrower sense, pacifying the gods and main¬ 
taining adequate contact with them, as well as provisioning the dead: 


religion in the wider sense 

ethics and justice religion in the narrower sense 

contact with the gods provisioning the dead 


In light of this distinction between religion in the wider sense (the 
realization of Maat) and religion in the narrower sense (contact with 
the divine), which is derived from concepts characteristic of Egyptian 
culture, we can at least resolve the dilemma posed by the fact that on 
the one hand, everything was somehow based on and determined by 
religion, while on the other hand, strict boimdaries were drawn 
between the sacred and the profane, so that contact with the sacred 
was clearly distinguished from the everyday world. The one refers to 
the wider and the other to the narrower concept of religion. 

We must now decide which of these two concepts should be the 
object of our treatment. In the framework of what is intended to be an 
introductory handbook, we can treat only the narrower concept of 
religion in sufficient detail. A survey of Egyptian religion in the wider 
sense would be possible only with a wide-angle lens that would take 
in the larger connections while omitting historical details and prob¬ 
lems. From such a perspective, one would have to treat all aspects of 
the realization of Maat; not only religion in the narrower sense, but 
also the concepts of kingship, ethics and religious anthropology, and 
especially the concepts of the Last Judgment and of individual preser- 
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vation and immortality. I believe I may more easily refrain from such 
an imdertaking in the light of Hellmut Brunner's excellent achieve¬ 
ment in this vein in his Grundzuge der altdgyptischen Religion. 


1.2. Divine Presence: Privileged Experience or Cultural Activity? 

The treatment that follows is thus concerned with the Egyptian con¬ 
cept of religion in the narrower sense of contact with the divine ("sat¬ 
isfying the gods"). The inquiry is directed less toward the perimeter 
than toward the center of Egyptian religion, which is designated here 
as "theology and piety." Both terms refer to the forms in which society 
and individuals felt close to the divine and conceptualized this close¬ 
ness. The Egyptian concept of "divine presence" is the theme of this 
volume. It proceeds from the impression that this divine presence was 
something special, that is, that the Egyptians felt especially close to 
their deities. It ako proceeds from the fact that the time when the svm 
god ruled over deities and humankind together, both groups dwelling 
on earth, was over, and that with the withdrawal of the gods to the sky, 
the world, which was now subject to history, was in need of kingship 
as a second-best solution in the struggle against the gravitational pull 
of the alienation of meaning. But in the later periods, contact with 
other religions—^Neoplatordsm, various Gnostic trends, Christianity— 
reinforced the conviction of the Egyptians that their land was the 
earthly residence of the divine, the "temple of the whole world," and 
that only if they slackened in their piety would the gods terminate 
their terrestrial cohabitation with the Egyptian people and, dolenda 
secessio, withdraw to the sky. Herodotus and others confirm this pic¬ 
ture when they call the Egyptiarts the most pious of all peoples. 

Here, I would describe this piety, which neighboring peoples felt to 
be unique, as a special form of divine presence in its hktorical speci¬ 
ficity. I begin with the assumption that divine presence is not some¬ 
thing quantifiable or measurable, as though there were "the holy" on 
one side and humankind on the other, so that one need only determine 
a given society's proximity to or distance from the holy in its religion. 
If we wish to describe the specifics of historical religions, what is far 
more important is the quality, the internal dimensions, the structure of 
their experience of divine presence. By "divine presence," I under¬ 
stand a culturally formed and specifically determined area of experi¬ 
ence in which specific spheres and roles are ascribed to deities and 
humans so that they can encounter and communicate with one 
another—roles such as priest, prophet, shaman, pilgrim, eremite, mys¬ 
tic, magician, oneiromancer, interpreter of omens, sage, and so forth, 
and spheres such as cult, nature, cosmos, history, myth, state, and the 
like, as well as forms of the otherworldly (transcendence) and the 


6 



DIVINE PRESENCE AND TRANSCENDENCE 

supernatural (miracles). Of all these possibilities, only certain ones 
were realized in Egypt, and others were excluded. By selection and 
negation, this area we call "divine presence" receives its culturally spe¬ 
cific form and structure as a semantic universe. Action and experience 
are possible only through the selection and negation of defined frame¬ 
works and witl^ the bounded dimensions of a semantic universe. 

Action and experience are the heart and the origin' of religion. I 
tadce as erroneous the view one often still encounters, which has its 
roots in phenomenology; that at the beginning stood the religious 
experience of the individual, from which then developed, with sub¬ 
sequent theological elaboration and conventionalizing, ritual activi¬ 
ties and the ideational world that accompanied them. Rather, I 
assume the primacy of sacred activity and the collective religious 
experience that was anchored in it. Rituals preceded deities; experi¬ 
ence and empirical knowledge were only possible within and beyond 
the mental horizon of activity: even when they transcended it, they 
presupposed it. From the phenomenological perspective, religious 
activity is described as the human response to tiie prior stimulus of the 
holy, so that we must orient ourselves to the internal standpoint of the 
actor and refer to the self-understanding of the culture. Without in 
any way wishing to challenge the legitimacy of this method, I prefer 
a historico-analytic perspective that occupies an external standpoint 
vis-^-vis the religion to be described. From this standpoint, the deities 
and their actions, to whose reality human activity responds, are a cul¬ 
tural creation. Divine presence is not, in the end, an ahistorical and 
irrational concept, the stuff of the privileged experience of religious 
spirit and incomprehensible using ihe means available to scholarship, 
but rather the historical object of analytic investigation. Because I 
view the divine realm of the Egyptians as a cultural achievement, as 
part of the world of meaning within whose framework their religious 
activity was oriented, I reject a reality outside Eg3rptian culture while 
conceding the highest reality within its realm of meaning. 


1.3. Dimensions of Divine Presence 

What I said about the primacy of activity is also true of the gods. They, 
too, were sponsors of activities and partners in them, and, as such, they 
presuppose a meaningfully structured arena of activity. What I call 
"divine presence" for short is the area of activity and the conceptual hori¬ 
zon of both divine care and human religious activity and experience. Its 
specific dimensions thus determine both the concept of the divine and 
the forms of religious experience. Divine presence as an area of activity 
and a conceptual horizon is presupposed wherever contact with the 
divine occurs. Because this contact can assume many forms, from 
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priestly rites to mystic contemplation, from magical coercion to self- 
abnegation, the corresponding area of action has a very different con¬ 
ceptual structure in each case. I call this structure the "dimensions" of 
contact with the divine. In the case of Egyptian religion, when it is under¬ 
stood as a conceptual horizon of contact with the divine or, put other¬ 
wise, of religious activity and experience, I reckon with three dimensions: 

1. The cultic, which can also be called the "local" or the "political," 
for these three aspects are inseparably connected; in the cultic 
dimension, deities are resident in a place in the form of their cult 
statues and, as local or state gods, are symbols of collective or 
political identity. 

2. The cosmic, because to the Egyptians, the cosmos was hiero- 
phanic, that is, it was a sphere of divine action and religious 
experience. 

3. The mythic, by which is meant sacred tradition, "what is said 
about the gods," the presence of the divine in the cultural mem¬ 
ory as set down in myths, names, genealogies, and other forms of 
tradition. 

The threefold nature of these dimensions can be demonstrated 
from ancient Egyptian sources. A hymn to Osiris from Dynasty 18 
praises the god as 

King of the gods with many names, 
with sacred embodiments and 
mysterious cult statues in the temples.^ 

The concepts "name," "embodiment," and "cult statues" refer to the 
mythic, cosmic, and cultic dimensions. 

A later text interprets the state triad of the Ramesside Period with 
reference to these three dimensions: 

All gods are three: 

Amun, Re, and Ptah, who have no equal. 

He who hides his names as Amun, 
he is Re in appearance, 
his body is Ptah.^ 

Names, visibility, body: this is the same trio of speech, cosmos, and cult. 

There are other such allusions. On the whole, though, this concept 
of divine presence is less a matter of explicit theological metatexts 
than of a practiced and thus an implicit theology. The reality of the 
three dimensions is no more dependent on the existence of such meta¬ 
texts than is the grammar of a language on the existence of explicit 
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grammatical descriptions. Divine presence as a regularly structured 
area of action is implicit in all contact with the divine, and the forms 
of this contact can be deduced, just as the grammar of a language can 
be deduced from actual usages. Based on practice, one can arrive at a 
theory of ancient Eg)^tian religion. 

Although our quest for a "theory" of Egyptian religious practice is 
not dependent on the existence of ancient Egyptian theoretical formula¬ 
tions, when such formulations occasionally occur, they can serve as a 
welcome confirmation. But there was no explicit and coherent explana¬ 
tion of Egyptian theology on the metalevel of theoretical discourse in 
ancient Egypt any more than there were theoretical explications in other 
areas, such as grammar, rhetoric, or historiography. As is well known, 
the development of theoretical discourse, at least in the Mediterranean 
world, was an accomplishment of Greek culture. This is also true of the¬ 
ology in the sense of a theory of religious practice. It is surely more than 
a coincidence, and its consequences have yet to be fully recognized, that 
the Middle Stoa developed a theological scheme whose tripartite divi¬ 
sion corresponds exactly to the Egyptian dimensions of divine presence. 
According to M. Terentius Varro and St. Augustine, theology consists of 
three modes: theologia politike (civilis), physM (mturalis), and mythiki (fab- 
ularis), correspondLig exactly to the cultic, cosmic, and mythic dimen¬ 
sions.^ For when Varro expresses himself thus concerning "political 
theology" (we shall not concern ourselves with the correspondence of 
the other two types), "which state gods each citizen shall worship and 
what sacred acts and offerings he shall make," the unity of the cultic and 
the political, as in Egypt, is evident. 

In my opinion, this agreement admits of two explanations. One has 
to do with a vmiversal trichotomy, as also in the Stoic tripartite divi¬ 
sion of human affairs into personae, loca, and tempora (persons, places, 
and occasions); in which case, if the same three categories are to be 
foimd everywhere, there is no reason for surprise. The other explana¬ 
tion is that in the area of divine affairs, other categories or dimensions 
exist, in which case the selection and defining of the same three 
dimensions points to a structural relationship between Egyptian and 
Greek religion—^as is otherwise affirmed by classical authors, espe¬ 
cially Herodotus, and always with amazement. 

Personally, I incline toward the latter alternative, and I shall say 
something in support of this view in chapter 6.2; for the rest, I must 
leave the question, which entails comparison of Greek and other reli¬ 
gions to Egyptian religion, to the specialists. It is hoped that the pres¬ 
ent attempt to describe the concept of divine presence in the context 
of Egyptian religion in the specifics of its dimensions will prove use¬ 
ful for other religions as well. It seems to me that a comparative study 
on the level of theory in practice, or (implicit) theology, in the various 
religions would be both possible and meaningful. The concept of 
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divine presence in the sense of an area of action that is specifically his¬ 
torically dimensioned as a conceptual horizon of divine and human 
action and experience constitutes a tertium comparationis, a context 
and a deep structure for the phenomena that are to be compared. 


14. "God" versus "Gods" 

The following discussion of Egyptian "theology and piety" is not limited 
to an attempt to work out the theology implicit in the practice of Egyptian 
religion. Of the two parts into which the text is divided, only the first, 
larger part is devoted to the dimensions of divine presence as the theory 
of Egyptian religious practice. The second part is devoted to the forms of 
explicit theology, to the unfolding of a theological discourse in the second 
millennium b.c.e. This might appear to contradict the view expressed 
earlier, that it was the Greeks who first advanced to a theoretical expla¬ 
nation of religious practice. I must therefore clarify here what is 
explained in detail in the appropriate places later: namely, that in Egypt, 
"explicit theology" never referred to practice. It was something entirely 
other than an explanation of traditional implied theology, entirely other 
than a theory of Egyptian religion. From its beginnings, explicit theology 
in Egypt ran strictly counter to implicit theology. More precisely put, the 
opposition can be formulated thus: that explicit theology dealt with 
"god," in the singular, whereas implicit theology had to do with "the 
gods." In Egyptology, this distinction has yet to be understood. 

It seems contradictory that a language would use one and the same 
word for two such distinct concepts as "god" as the absolute and at the 
same time personified embodiment of the divine, and "god" as a mem¬ 
ber of a polytheistic pantheon, an element of the class "gods," or that in 
the framework of a polytheistic religion, a concept such as "god" in this 
comprehensive and even monotheistic sense could arise. I shall not 
deny the contradiction, or better, the problematic, conflicted nature of 
this coexistence of concepts. But it would be a mistake to think of the 
concept "god" in a comprehensive sense over and above "the gods" as 
the privilege of monotheistic religions, for to do so would hinder our 
imderstanding of the complexity of historical pol)dheisms. When the 
Greeks used the singular ho theos, "god," for the most part they did not 
mean just any member of the class "gods," but rather their highest god, 
Zeus, who held the world, humans and gods alike, in his hands. The 
famous Homeric image of the golden chain with which Zeus could lift 
the whole world of the gods, if he wished, served the Greeks as a play¬ 
ful visualization of the problem of "god" and "gods." In Egypt, the dis¬ 
course of explicit theology developed aroimd this problem. 

There might well be simple polytheistic religions that have formed 
no concept of "god" above and beyond their polytheistic world of 
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deities. Erik Hornung has characterized—I believe incorrectly— 
Egyptian religion as one of these in his book Conceptions of God: The One 
and the Many. But most polytheisms known to the history of religion are 
complex in the sense that they reckon—or better, live—with a divine 
readm beyond which there is a "god" or "highest being" who created 
the world and its deities. This coexistence is always problematic, but 
therein lies the complexity of genuine, living religions as opposed to 
scholarly theories that either deprive polytheism of its divine plurality, 
such as the "original monotheism" of Father Wilhelm Schmidt (repre¬ 
sented in Egyptology by Hermann Junker), or go to the opposite 
extreme and deny a concept of "god" beyond the plurality of deities. 

Curiously enough, but understandably in view of the monotheistic 
stance of Western religion, Egyptology at first saw a "god" and not 
"gods" in the Egyptian sources. As early as 1839, Champollion wrote 
enthusiastically of the "pure monotheism" he seemed to encoimter in 
the earliest known sources.® This view congealed into a fixation with 
monotheism in later treatments of Egyptian religion, in particular 
those of fitienne Drioton and Hermann Junker. The aforementioned 
book by Homung is the long-overdue rebuttal of this approach. 
Homung has performed the service of emphatically stating the reality 
of the polytheistic nature of Egyptian religion, and though his discus¬ 
sion suffers from its categorical denial of any concept of "god" beyond 
the plurality of gods, it nevertheless remains an excellent description 
of the phenomena we shall summarize here as "implicit theology." 

In complex polytheisms that recognize a concept of "god" along¬ 
side or beyond a polytheistic assemblage of deities, there is a problem 
in that the omnipotence of this god undermines the reality of the 
other deities. The problem is generally solved by having this god 
abstain from exercising his omnipotence and withdraw to the sky as 
a deus otiosus (inactive god). Even Greek mythology depends on such 
an abstinence on the part of Zeus, without which it would have noth¬ 
ing to relate about him or the other deities. Homer's image of the 
golden chain is only an expression of pure potentiality. Zeus could if 
he wished to, but he refrains, and so the world is not turned upside 
down, and the reality of the other gods is preserved for the storyteller. 

This contradiction cannot be resolved logically. We have here a gen¬ 
uine complementarity, two equally valid but mutually exclusive 
points of view, like the wave and the particle theories of light. In a 
polytheistic religion, the reality of the gods rests on the mythic experi¬ 
ence of the world as act. In events that escape human disposition and 
are at the same time existentially significant, the mythic view perceives 
the workings of the gods, whose plurality and diversity, in this view of 
the world, are ontologically anchored in two ways: First, reality itself 
is diverse and varied, in life and death, good and evil, light and dark¬ 
ness, love and strife, order and destruction, height and depth, ecstasy 
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and contemplation, structure and disintegration. Second, reality is 
interpreted as act, and action always presupposes partners, roles, and 
a division of labor and power: that which we shall call "constellations" 
in the framework of our own theory, and which, on the basis of the 
mythic view of the world and concept of act, constitutes the basic 
structure of the divine realm of polytheism. To deny the reality of the 
gods is to deprive the world of its diverse and numinous independent 
existence, to degrade it into a directly accessible "nature." 


1.5. Implicit and Explicit Theology 

The plurcdity of deities is not easy to harmonize with the reality of a 
single god, which rests on other experiences entirely. It is to the latter 
that explicit theology was devoted in ancient Egypt. It was sparked by 
the problem of theodicy, the justification of god (in the singular). It is 
most decidedly god (and not the gods, or some one of their number) 
who was made responsible for creation, and also for the transitoriness 
of order, the fallibility of humankind, and the failure of good. The idea 
of a deus otiosus, of a renunciation of power and a withdrawal from the 
created world appears in connection with this debate only as a fearful 
question—"Is he asleep?"—to be emphatically rejected. For the 
Egyptians, this would have been no solution, but rather the apocalyp¬ 
tic vision of a world robbed of coherent meaning. They held on to both 
truths, the unity of god and the differentiated plurcdity of gods, until 
Akhenaten, who would not tolerate this tension and made an attempt 
to found a new religion that knew only a single god. That such an 
attempt could be made, along with its immediate failure, show how 
indispensably both realities were anchored in the complexity of 
Egyptian polytheism and its experience of the world. 

Implicit and explicit theology thus originally had entirely different 
themes and referred to entirely different horizons of the experience of 
the world. Implicit theology had nothing to do with the beginning 
and end of time, or with the justification of the world and of evil; 
rather, it revolved around sacred activities as they were carried out in 
the cult, through which it interpreted cosmic reality and in terms of 
which it made an account of the divine. Implicit theology was neces¬ 
sarily and essentially "constellative," it stood and fell with the differ¬ 
entiated and "constellated" multiplicity of the divine realm. The idea 
of divine unity was excluded from each of its three dimensions: "god" 
in the singular had no place in cult, cosmology, or myth. Just as nec¬ 
essarily and essentially, all explicit theology in Egypt was "transcon- 
stellative." There was no constellation in which the single god could 
appear along with the gods. As shown by the example of Zeus and 
many other polytheistic mythologies, the hierarchic solution of a 
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divine kingship would have been bound up with a renunciation of 
power or a diminution of the reality of the singular god. The idea of 
the oneness of god could not be apprehended by means of myth, at 
least not as an actual, present reality. 

The discourse of explicit theology derived the dynamic of its devel¬ 
opment from this contradiction. Herein lies the problem, which set an 
unending process of conceptual evolution in motion for centuries, 
ending with the open conflict of the Amama Period. Egyptian religion 
emerged transformed by the presumably painful experience of this 
conflict, and in the following period, it arrived at a solution that 
proved workable until the end of Egyptian religion. Beyond the tra¬ 
ditional three dimensions of divine presence, as practiced in the 
implicit theology, the fourth dimension of the transcendent god now 
became conceivable. The theological discourse of these centuries 
developed a theology of transcendence, a new sort of concept that 
made it possible to relate the notions of "god" and "gods" to one 
another and to mediate the two realities. In this way, xmder various 
traditional names, especially Amun (and then Isis in Graeco-Roman 
antiquity), the single god became an object of popular piety and the 
protagonist of magical texts, from Ramesside times down to the Greek 
magical papyri. Via the Corpus Hermeticum and alchemy, the late 
horizon of this Ramesside pantheism exercised its influence down 
into our own recent past, down into the Romantic currents with 
which ChampoUion sympathized, which spurred him on to his great 
achievement of deciphering the hieroglyphs and finally to his enthu¬ 
siastic discovery of a single god in the colorful reflection of the 
Eg}T?tian world of the divine. 
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CHAPTER 2 


The Local or Cultic Dimension 


2.1. City Gods and Cities of Gods 

"Image of heaven" {imago caeli), "temple of the whole world" {mundi 
totius templumy —these phrases are invoked in praise of Egypt as the 
dwelling place of the gods in a rather late Hermetic text handed 
down in Latin. This beneficent divine presence is jeopardized, how¬ 
ever; the text continues with an apocalyptic vision in which the gods 
abandon Egypt and ascend back into the heavens, leaving Egypt 
devoid of aU divine presence. This astonishing notion is the exact 
reverse of the widespread mythic picture in which long ago, in the 
legendary primeval age, the gods dwelled on eardi but then with¬ 
drew into mother realm whose contrast to the this-worldliness of the 
sphere inhabited by humankind determined reality. In Egypt, ttiis 
"cohabitation of gods emd men" {consortium hominum deorumque) 
characterizes the present, and the thought of a withdrawal of the 
gods to the heavens resembles a catastrophe! Did the Egyptians really 
believe that their deities physically dwelled in their earthly temples? 
Did they confuse cult statue and deity, symbol emd reality? Was the 
distinction between this world and the divine realm foreign to them? 

By no means. The Egyptians shared the view held by many archaic 
societies that the cohabitation of deities and humankind constituted 
a primordial state that had irretrievably vanished. In chapter 5.2, we 
shall deal with a myth that narrates how the gods once lived on earth 
cmd were ruled, together with humankind, by the sim god. But 
humans plaimed a revolt, in consequence of which the sim god 
finally separated himself and the other deities from humankind by 
elevating the sky high above the earth and withdrawing to this new 
celestial abode. He transferred governance of the world to his son 
Shu, god of the air separating sky and earth, and as such the ideal 
mediator between what was now divided into the divine and the 
human, the celestial and the terrestrial spheres. The withdrawal of 
the divine to the sky entailed (or was compensated for by) the foimd- 
ing of the state. 
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In a way, this withdrawal of the deities to the sky and their separa¬ 
tion from humankind was a reassuring concept. Deities were not to be 
encountered and experienced in everyday life. In this respect, 
Egyptian religion differed significantly from both the Greek and the 
Israelite experience. The absence of deities made room for a specifi¬ 
cally human sphere of activity emd responsibility; the state, which— 
despite or because of its being a divine institution—^kept the divine at 
a distance that had to be bridged by "sacred signification." The found¬ 
ing of the state amovmted to the same thing cts the fovmding of the cult. 
The state functioned as a "church" by filling the gap and compensat¬ 
ing for the absence of the gods. The state replaced the divine presence 
that had been withdrawn with a S5nnbolic presence, and it did this so 
effectively that in the later periods of Egyptian history, the entire land 
was believed to be s5nnbolically inhabited by the gods. 

Quite correctly and in an entirely authentic marmer, this late text 
points emphatically to the immense role played by temples in Egypt. 
Of all the lemds in the ancient world, Egypt was the most densely 
packed with temples, and thus with deities. The picture of Egypt as a 
single temple in a profane world, as the terrestrial home of the gods, 
entailed more than just the fact of ein unusual number of temples. The 
presence of deities in these temples was conceived of as more intense 
and personal, and less s5anbolic, than in other religions. What we are 
dealing with here is the "local" dimension of the Eg)iptian concept of 
the divine, which has three central themes: 

1. concepts of "autochthony" and divine territorial lordship and 
their Geological expression ("city god theology") 

2. the concept of the temple as imago caeli and its double function as 
divine dwelling and economic enterprise 

3. the concept of divine residence on earth eis conveyed by image 
and ritual. 

I shall treat these three themes in detail in the discussion that follows. 
It is important to highlight what is characteristic of Egyptian culture 
as a whole while not losing sight of the historical dimension, for it is 
only natural that far-reaching changes occurred during a span of 
more than three millennia. Thus, on the phenomenological level, we 
stress the astonishing idea of praesentia numinum (the presence of 
divine spirits), a similarity of representation and represented, of S5nn- 
bol and reality, that approached near identity. On the historical level, 
we must take into account the changes in the specific interpretations 
of the relationship between s5nnbol and reality within this general 
framework during the various periods of Egyptian history. 

The divine realm of the Egyptians had a local dimension: that is to 
say, the Egyptians conceived of their deities as resident on earth. How 

18 



LOCAL OR CULTIC DIMENSION 

was this residence interpreted?—first and foremost, as lordship. The 
kingdom of the Egyptian gods was emphatically "of this world." They 
dwelled in their temples like lords of the manor, owners of the temple 
estates. In Egypt, most of the land belonged to the temples, and it was 
worked by the temple persormel themselves, or it was rented out. The 
temples paid no taxes to the state, for they were themselves state agen¬ 
cies. The king favored them with endowments, but he also could dis¬ 
pose of their property: these royal donations did not impoverish the 
crown, for there was no economic or conceptual separation of church 
and state. Quite the contrary, the sum of the landowning temples and 
deities embodied the state. This concept was clearly expressed in the 
royal rituals of assumption of power (coronation) and its confirmation 
(jubilee or sed-festival). In these rites, the king acted before the assem¬ 
bled deities of the land, and as lords of the land, they recognized him 
as their representative. They embodied the land as a political unity. 

Just as the totality of deities embodied the political concept of 
"Egypt," the individual landowning local deity embodied the concept of 
"dty." An Egyptian dty was always the dty of a deity.^ Paraphrases such 
as "dty of Amun," "dty of Thoth," and "dty of Ptah" so unequivocally 
designated Thebes, Hermopolis, and Memphis that the Greeks intro¬ 
duced names of this sort for most Egyptian dties, though they replaced 
the names of the Egyptian gods and goddesses with their Greek equiva¬ 
lents. "City of Amim" became Diospolis, "city of Min" became 
Panopolis, "dty of Hathor" yielded AphroditopoUs, "dty of Thoth" was 
Hermopolis, "dty of Anubis" was K)mopolis (because of the dog form of 
the god), "dty of Wepwawet" was Lykopohs (on account of the wolf 
form of Wepwawet), and on the same prindple, "city of Sobek" became 
Krokoddopolis. The actual Eg5q?tian names of all these dties were quite 
different, but the Greek nomenclature captured the concept of an 
Eg5q)tian dty as the territory of a deity. This was a S5nnmetrical relation¬ 
ship. Just as the concept of dty was characterized by the rulership that a 
deity exercised in and over it, so the concept of a deity was characterized 
by the dty he or she ruled. As unambiguously as the "city of Amun" was 
TTiebes, the "lord of Thebes" was Amun, the "lord of Hermopolis" was 
Thoth, the "mistress of Dendara" was Hathor, and so forth. Ih the local 
dimension of the divine realm, the gods were dty gods and the dties 
were dties of gods. Not only the concept but also the practical aspect of 
a dty was determined by its function as residence of the deity who ruled 
it. As a rule, Egyptian dties were not surrounded by walls. Only the tem¬ 
ple enclosures, which contained the divine dwellings and the temple 
workshops, were walled and fortified. With their walls and bastions, 
they towered over the flat land like castles, visibly constituting the cen¬ 
ters of the setdements that crystallized around them. 

For the ancient Egyptians, the concept of the city was thus first and 
foremost determined by religion. To live in a city meant to be in the 
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proximity of the deity who had dominion there. To belong to a city 
meant to be in the jurisdiction of that city's deity. In Egypt, everyone 
had ''his" city and "his" deity, whom he "followed" and who cared 
for him. Feelings of citizenship and home were religious ties, ties 
between the divine and the human. Evidence indicates that during 
the course of Eg5rptian history, the religious aspect of the individual's 
tie to a city grew ever stronger. Our chiefly phenomenological analy¬ 
sis of this relationship is therefore oriented mainly to sources from the 
New Kingdom and later and applies principally to these epochs of 
Egyptian history. But already in tomb inscriptions of the third millen¬ 
nium B.C.E., we read 

I have come out of my city 
and descended from my nome,... 
having done right therein.^ 

In the Book of the Dead of the New Kingdom, we find 

I have come today from the city of my god: Memphis. 

It is truly the most beautiful of all the nomes in this land. 

Its god is the lord of Maat, 

the lord of food, rich in costly things. 

All lands come to it, 

Upper Egypt sails downstream to it. 

Lower Egypt with sail and oar, 
to make it festive every day, 
as its god has commanded. 

No one who dwells in it 
says, "Would that I had!" 

Blessed is he who does right for the god therein! 

He grants an old age to the one who acts for him, 

becoming a worthy, 

and reaching here in a beautiful burial, 

an interment in the Sacred Place,^ 

Coming from Memphis means having served Ptah and having been 
granted a "beautiful burial" by that god. 

By serving as home to deities, Eg5^ticm cities also made humans at 
home on earth. They held out the promise of divine presence and thus 
of immortality, for the one who served the divine on earth would be 
rewarded in ti\e next life. But one could follow only the deity of one's 
own city, £ind such divine service was reserved only for city-dwellers. 
Praise was thus heaped on the inhabitant of a "city of god" who lived 
his life as a loyal servant of his city god: 
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Happy is he who lives in Thebes! 

He goes to rest in the Sacred Place as a living ba 
who will hear the call of the offering service, 
a perfect transfigured one, who will enter among 
[the praised ones *..] in the Festival of the Valley 
Grant that I rest like them. 

He who is buried in the cemetery of Khefethemebes 
will receive water in Thebes, 
will see the beauty of Amun each time he rises, 
his shadow will be secure in the netherworld, 
his ba will be in the sky like [the sun's].^ 

May he reach old age in his city Thebes, 
free of what his god abominates. 

May he receive favor in Kamak, 
with food from the house of his god. 

May he receive honor in [Shedebu (?)], 
being like a praised one in his essence.^ 

You were bom in the city of Thebes 

as one who belonged to the following of Osiris. 

Its (i.e., Thebes's) homes nourished you as a child, 
its walls received your old age. 

It will not be devoid of your progeny, 
a high priest of Kamak. 

Your heart has been foimd to be right 
on the scale of tmth. 

Your image moves about in the courtyard [of the temple]. 
Lift your head! Receive the offerings! 

See, your son resembles your excellence. 

It is he who has assumed leadership in your city. 

So that its four sides are as though you were still on earth.^ 

One lands as a praised one in Thebes, 
the nome of truth, the land of silence. 

Those who do evil do not enter you, 
the Place of Truth; 

the ferry that conveys the doers of right, 
its ferryman does not convey sinners. 

Happy is he who lands there! 

He will be a divine ba like the Ennead.® 

It is good to tread the way of the god. 

Much will be granted to him who places him in his heart. 
His monument is on earth. 

He who places his (i.e., the god's) way in his heart flourishes 
on it. 
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completes his life in sweetness of heart, 
and is more illustrious than his like. 

He grows old in his city 
as a worthy of his nome. 

All his limbs are rejuvenated like a child's. 

And his children are numerous before him, 
distinguished in their city, 
son after son. 

He arrives at the Sacred Place in sweetness of heart, 
in a beautiful embalming, in the work of Anubis. 

The children of his children lift him up, 
they say to him, the inhabitants of his city, 
when he strides off to life: 

"This is a follower of Foremost-of-the-Westemers, 
no divine reproach is upon him."^ 

Homesickness was one of the favorite themes of Ramesside lyric.^° 
For the most part, these brief poems have an expressly religious tone, 
for longing for one's city was at the same time longing for the pres¬ 
ence of its deity: 

Lo, my heart has slipped away, 
it is hurrying to the place it knows, 
it is traveling upstream to see Memphis. 

But I sit (at home) 

and wait for my heart, that it might tell me the condition of 
Memphis, 

No task succeeds any longer in my hands: 
my heart has departed from its place. 

Come to me, Ptah, 
and take me to Memphis, 

Let me see you as desired. 

I am awake, but my heart sleeps. 

My heart is not in my body. 

All my limbs are seized by evil; 
my eye is weary from seeing, 
my ear hears not. 

My voice is husky, 

all my words are garbled. 

Be gracious to me! Grant that I revive.^^ 

Lo, I do not wish to leave Thebes. 

I have been taken away against my will. 
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I shall dance when I sail north, 

when Thebes is with me 

and the domain of Amun is all around me. 

Bring me into your city, Amun, 
for I love it. 

I love your city more than bread and beer, Amun, 
more than clothing and ointments. 

The soil of your place is dearer to me 
than the unguents of another land.^^ 

O Thoth, bring me to Hermopolis, 

your city, sweet of life, 

while you nourish me with bread and beer, 

while you protect my mouth while speaking.^^ 

"What will become of us?" sigh daily in their hearts 

those who are far from Thebes, 

who dream all day long of its (i.e., Thebes') name.... 

Sweeter is the bread of him who is there 
than an abundance of goose fat. 

It is sweeter ... than honey, 
one drinks of it until drunkenness. 

See the condition of him who dwells in Thebes! 

The sky doubles the breeze for him.^^ 

How good it is to dwell in the southern city (i.e., Thebes).^^ 

The delta Residence of the Ramessides is described thus: 

Everyone has left his own city 
and settled near it. 

Its western part is the house of Amun, 

Its southern part the house of Seth. 

Astarte is in its east 

and Wadjit in its northern quarter. 

The castle in its midst is like the light-land of the sky.^^ 

The nimbus of the holy city of god attracts settlers and visitors, as 
stated in one of the poems about Memphis quoted earlier: 

Every land comes to it. 

Upper Egypt sails downstream to it. 

Lower Egypt with sail and oar. 

In the Middle Kingdom, Abydos was already praised as a holy city, as 
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this isle to which one must make pilgrimage, 
the walls that the All-Lord has determined, 
blessed city since the time of Osiris, 
which Horns founded for his father, 
to which the stars in the sky must pay their due, 
mistress of the sky-dwellers, 
to whom the great ones of Busiris come, 
which resembles Heliopolis in blessedness, 
with which the All-Lord is satisfied.^^ 

In the New Kingdom, someone wishes 

to reach Thebes the victorious, 

the eye of Re, mistress of temples, 

she is the Ught-land of the one with hidden names, 

his city, which he determined.^® 

"Solar eye," "light-land," and "primeval hill" were typical predicates 
of the holy city and were especially common for Thebes in the New 
Kingdom, as when Queen Hatsheput states 

I know 

that Kamak is light-land on earth, 

the illustrious primeval hill of the beginning, 

the light-eye of the All-Lord, 

his darling, which elevates his beauty 

and gathers his following for him.'’ 

Tuthmosis HI bears similar witness: 

For I know that Thebes is eternity. 

And Amun everlastingness, 
and Re the lord of Kamak. 

Southern Heliopolis (i.e., Thebes) is his radiant eye 
in this land.... 

It is eternity to be ihereP 

In a later text, Thebes is called 

the eye of Re, mistress of the lands, 
image of the sky, 

the one who left her, he alighted on her in the beginning.^' 

The rank of an Egyptian city was proportionate to its holiness, and 
its sacred rank was determined by its antiquity. The holy city lay on 
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the primeval moimd that emerged from the waters at the begiiming 
of creation: 

Thebes is the model for every dty: 

water and land were [mixed] in it at the beginning. 

Sand came to measure the fields, 

to make its soil come into being on the primeval moimd, 

that the land might come into being.“ 

A Ptolemaic text says of Thebes 

When the earth was in the depths of the primeval waters, 
he (Amun) waded on it (Thebes). 

It dispelled his weakness entirely 
when he rested on it. 

It was the "place of life" that became the primeval mound, 
which rose up in the beginning.^ 

The city was the first and oldest work of creation, and it essentially 
preceded the actual creation, which was possible only through and 
from it. In an old text, the creator god describes the primeval condi¬ 
tion before creation: "When Heliopolis was not yet founded that I 
might be in it." For the Egyptians, a city was a temple located on the 
primeval mound, the home and domain of an autochthonous deity. 

What did this concept of city as divine dwelling mean in the lives 
of the pieople who dwelled in cities? We must accept literally the state¬ 
ment that it was precisely in its aspect of divine dwelling that a city 
bound people to one anoAer and made them feel at home. The temple 
was the center of civil municipal administration in Egypt. City- 
dwellers belonged to the temple as lay priests; they were the "hour- 
priests" who served in the temples in monthly rotation. These citizen 
hour-priests were under the authority of the full-time priests, and 
these in turn were under the charge of a mayor or royal administrative 
official. The tie that bound individuals to their city was a religious one, 
and this is perhaps why it was so patent in Egypt. It was not just 
deities who had special ties to a locale. The Egyptians of pharaonic cul¬ 
ture were not only not nomadic, they elevated sedentariness to a prin¬ 
ciple and practically a summum bonum. In their view, their highest goal 
in life was to be buried in the city where they had been bom. For the 
Egyptians, their city was the decisive socializing framework. Even 
those who had made something of themselves at the royal court 
would boast of their "good name" in their city, for it was their city that 
retained their memory, thus keeping them alive even after death. 

We only half understand tWs valorization of sedentariness, the 
Egyptians' intense feeling for "home," if we do not view it in con- 
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jxmction with its opposite, which is known by the Greek term ana- 
choresis: people would abandon their homes and workplaces and go 
wandering off.^"* This was certainly no "wanderlust": the people 
uprooted in this marmer did not take off of their own free will. The 
blame lay rather with the oppressive rent, taxes, and corvee labor 
requirements with which the rural population was burdened. Famine 
and civil war, as occurred in what we call the "Intermediate Periods" 
of Egyptian history, also led to such "internal migration." 

Feeir of punishment prompted many officials who were compromised 
or had fallen into disfavor to flee. Such a case xmderlies the Story of 
Sinuhe, the most feimous ancient Egyptian literary work, as well as the 
Moscow Literary Letter, which is one thousand years later in date. Such 
flight was treated as desertion and severely punished. From the Middle 
Kingdom, we have lists of prisoners, peasants who had fled and been 
sentenced to forced labor. We also know of cases in the New Kingdom in 
which peasants who had been oppressed and beaten by their overseers 
took flight. In such cases, their abandoned fields remained xmworked. 
This was a catastrophic loss to the Egyptian economy, not only did those 
left behind rely on these fields for sustenance, but as a rule also some 
functionary or resident member of the official elite. Officials of the 
Middle Kingdom were therefore expressly enjoined: 

Do not oppress the peasant with taxes! 

[...] If you bleed him, he will wander off.^ 

On the contrary, peasants should be treated well, for 

these are the people who produce what is; 

one lives by the work of their hands. 

If it is lacking, misery prevails.^ 

The late Demotic wisdom text on Pap5nrus Insinger from the 
Ptolemaic Period, an era that was especially affected by the problem 
of anachoresis, devotes an entire chapter to a warning about "aban¬ 
donment of the place where one lives." Its chief argument is the loss 
of social integration into one's community. Only in one's own city is 
one known, regarded, and respected. Those who give up this advan¬ 
tage expose themselves to the ridicule, contempt, and insult that 
befall unknown individuals, socially unintegrated strangers. These 
admonishments are introduced by the statement, "The god in a city is 
the one on whom the death and life of its inhabitants depend."^^ 

The city god is here expressly implored to take control of the burn¬ 
ing problem of desertion. This is a very late text, to be sure, but the 
concept and institution of the city deity were present in Egypt from the 
beginning. The earliest carving foxmd in Egypt, which is apparently 
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western Asian in its style, is inscribed with the word nlwty, "belonging 
to the city." Scholars have surely been correct in seeing this as a repre¬ 
sentation of a city god, a ntr niwry, a "god belonging to the city." The 
concept of the city deity was one of the most ancient elements of 
Egyptian religion, which came to the fore again late in Egyptian his¬ 
tory; an integral component of the deep layers of popular religion, it 
outlasted all historical changes and predominated again at the end. 


2 . 2 . The Temple 

Space attained a sacred character through the local dimension of the 
divine realm, through the fact that the deities were resident in locales. 
This sacred character was connected with the Egyptian concept of a city 
as the locus of a divine lordship, but it attained architectonic form only 
in the temple. Now that we have illustrated the Egyptian concept of city 
by recourse to texts, we must turn to the concept of temple with the help 
of ground plans. Though we know very little about the appearance of 
Egyptian cities, we may assume that they contained no characteristic 
structures ctside from die temples (except for capital cities with their 
royal palaces). The temples, and especially the chief temple of the city 
deity, represented the urban character of a settlement. We should recall 
the Ccistle-like nature of the temples, whose high enclosure walls and 
pylon towers loomed visibly over the flat land from quite a distance 
away. In the topography of a settlement, the enormous, dominating 
character of the temple stood out clearly vis-a-vis all other manifesta¬ 
tions of human building activity Just as someone beholding the struc¬ 
ture of medieval European settlements, with their irmumerable castles, 
can deduce the feudal structure of medieval society, we can infer a theo¬ 
cratic feudalism from the appearance of the Egyptian landscape—espe¬ 
cially from the New Kingdom on—^with its countless fortress-like 
temples. As lords of the cities and proprietors of huge landed estates, the 
deities dwelled in castles on their "primeval mounds," determining the 
appearance of the land so exclusively that it was possible to conceive of 
Egypt as a single huge temple, the "temple of the entire world." 

2.2.1. ECONOMIC CONCERN AND DIVINE DWELLING 

Temple constructions of the New Kingdom, such as the Rcimesseum, 
the mortuary temple of Ramesses n (Figure i), best convey the picture 
of a divine fortress. In the midst of the entire complex, the temple 
itself, the divine dwelling, was a sandstone construction that extended 
westward from the huge pylon on its eastern facade. The buildings 
that filled the remaining space within the enclosure wall were made of 
sun-dried mud bricks. These were magazines that belonged to the 
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FIGURE 1. Plan of the Ramesseum. From W. S. Smith, TTk Art and Architec¬ 
ture of Ancient Egypt (Harmondsworth, England, 1958), p. 218, fig. 71. 


temple as an economic concern. The Egyptian language made a dis¬ 
tinction between these two aspects of an Egyptian temple. The word 
pr, "house, household," like Greek oikos, designated the totality of a 
deity's possessions, not only tihe magazines but also the landed prop¬ 
erty and the workshops that were the sovirce of the provisions that 
filled them. Unfortimately, we do not know how much land belonged 
to any individual Egyptian temple, though we do know how much 
land Ramesses III donated to them. To the figures given in the Great 
Papyrus Harris, we would have to add the unknown amount of hold- 
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ings they already had to arrive at a picture of the entire extent of a 
divine household in this period. For the pr of Amun, which far 
exceeded all the others in size, we have the figure of more than 590,000 
acres. But a household consisted not only of landed domains, which in 
the case of the pr of Amim were scattered throughout the land, but also 
of human beings who made their living from them. Besides the upper 
and lower clergy, there were others who "belonged to" the temple: 
peasants, shepherds, miners, and artisans. Ramesses Ill's endowment 
to Amun amounted to 86486 "heads." To illustrate this aspect of the 
god as landed proprietor and head of a household from a text, we cite 
here chapter 60 of the hymns to Amun from a papyrus in Leiden: 

His is the southern and the northern land, 
he alone has conquered it with his might; 
his border is strong, in so far as he is on earth, 

[it reaches] to the breadth of the earth and the height of the heavens. 

The gods request their maintenance from him: 
it is he who grants them food from his offerings. 

The lord of fields, riverbanks, and acres: 
to him belongs every document of his cadaster, 
the beginning of the measuring cord to its end. 

He measures the entire land with his two uraei. 

For him are foimdation ceremonies carried out, 
his is the royal cubit that measures the stones. 

He who stretched his measuring cord to the breadth of the earth, 
and founded the Two Lands where they are located, 
the temples and sanctuaries. 

Every city is imder his shadow, 

so that his heart indulges in what it pleases. 

One sings to him in every dwelling, 
every workshop stands fast for him in love. 

One brews for him on festival days, 
in the night, asleep, one waits for midnight. 

His name goes roimd on the rooftops, 
his is the song in the night, when it is dark. 

The gods receive offering loaves from his ka, 
the richest god, who protects what is theirs.^ 

In the Egyptian language, the pr, the divine household, is contrasted 
with the hwt-ntr, the "god's house." The latter designates the actual 
temple, which was built of stone, unlike the storehouses and work¬ 
shops, and lay dwellings as well. Like the servants in a household 
staff, the priests were hmw-ntr, "servants of the god." They lived on 
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the divine offerings that were placed, but not actually offered, before 
the cult statue and then before other statues of kings and private per¬ 
sons that shared in the so-called reversion offering, and which were 
finally consumed by the priests. From indications of the remunera¬ 
tion of specialized workers in that period, it has been calculated that 
600 families lived on the eighty sacks of grain that Ramesses III 
donated to the Theban Amun as a daily offering ration. Naturally, 
this figure does not refer to a single temple, but to all the temples of 
Amun scattered throughout the land. The personnel of a normal tem¬ 
ple consisted of about ten to twenty persons who dwelled in houses 
inside the temple enclosure. There were also the lay priests, the 
"hour-priests" comprising a group about ten times larger, who 
served in the temple only periodically and lived outside it. 

2.2.2. THE TEMPLE AS "CENTER" AND "WAY" 

Some temples were made of brick, but as a rule, a temple was a monu¬ 
mental stone construction, at least from the New Kingdom on, and for 
the most pcirt earlier as weU. In Egypt, stone was confined to sacred 
architecture, which included both temples and tombs. The contrast 
between the sacred and the profane was thus strongly emphasized in 
architecture. As a representative monumental construction, a temple 
was laden with mecining. We shall try to derive information pertinent to 
the context here from ground plans and from texts. As in the case of 
Egyptian cities, the question of Ae essence of an Egyptian temple has no 
answer that is valid for all periods. In this case as well, it is advisable to 
begin with the later pieriods, specifically the Ptolemaic temples, and then 
ask to what extent their salient characteristics were also valid for eeirlier 
divine dwellings. The Ptolemaic temples cifford the advantage of a 
clearly defined t5rpe: nearly the same plan and the same architectural 
concept underlies all the large temples of this architecturally active era. 
From the inscriptions in the temples, it emerges that their common 
ground plan was thought to be derived from that of a primeval temple 
designed by the creator god himself at the beginning of the world. 

Let us look, then, at the temple of Horus at Edfu (Figure 2). Two ele¬ 
ments clearly stand out: the monumental pylon and, at the opposite 
end, in the iimermost part of the temple (which in tius case stretches 
along a north-south axis), the sanctuary, a free-standing naos. 
According to the principle that we shall call "center," this naos is sur¬ 
rounded by five "layers": (1) a corridor, (2) a ring of thirteen rooms 
opening ofi three sides of this corridor, (3) another corridor area with 
connecting doors and stairs leading to the roof, (4) an outer corridor, 
and (5) the exterior walls of the temple. To the south, according to the 
contrasting principle of "way," the sanctuary is preceded by a series of 
(once again) five rooms and five connecting doorways: (1) an ante- 
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FIGURE 2. Elevation and plan of the temple of Horus at Edfu. From 
S. Sauneron and H. Stierlin, Die letzten Tempel Agyptens: Edfu und Philae 
(Zurich, 1975), pp. 36-37. 


room extending to the ends of the corridor surrounding the sanctuary, 
called the "hall of the Ennead" (because the deities who dwelled in the 
ring of chapels opening off this corridor were gathered there before the 
chief god), (2) the offering room, (3) the inner hypostyle hall, (4) the Great 
Hypostyle Hall, called the "Hall of Appearance," and (5) the colon¬ 
naded court. Looking in from the outside, this sequence of rooms pres¬ 
ents the appearance of a series of nested passageways, each 
surroimding the ones inside. It seems as though a sort of central per¬ 
spective has been constructed. From the exterior to the interior, the 
rooms become ever smaller, while the floor becomes higher and the 
ceiling lower. Corresponding to the diminution of space is an increas¬ 
ing darkness. The courtyard, which is flooded with light, is followed 
by the crepuscular Hall of Appearance. The inner rooms lie in deep 
darkness, with only isolated slits in the roof and the walls casting mys¬ 
terious, spotlight-like beams of light- 

The architectUTcd technique of insulating and isolating the holy of 
holies is connected with the notion of screening off. The profane, the 
evil, and the impure were unable to penetrate the five layers of pro- 
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tection surrounding the sanctuary. In this way, the interior and the 
exterior were separated by a distinct boundary. This principle of 
extraordinary differentiation between interior and exterior is reminis¬ 
cent of a nuclear reactor, though with the directions reversed: in the 
latter case, it is the exterior that is to be protected from the devastating 
energy collected deep inside, whereas in the case of the temple, it is the 
cult statues wiffun that must be screened off from "contamination" 
from the outside world. But we shall also see how concepts of radia¬ 
tion and charge were connected with cult statues in these later periods, 
so that the protective layers also had the function of surrounding and 
retaining the radiant power of the image inhabited by the deity. 

The corridors surroimd the center with several zones of ever less 
intensive radiation, whose decrease corresponds to a lessening of 
restriction of access. The nearer to the exterior a zone was located, the 
larger the number of people who were authorized to enter it. This 
social implication of the layering of interior and exterior, secrecy and 
opeimess, sacred and profane, is especially clear in the architectural 
form of the "way," or "route," the axial succession of rooms with a 
series of doorways that had to be penetrated. From the outside in, the 
doors become more exclusive, and those who were authorized to pass 
through them were subject to ever stricter prescriptions of ritual 
purity. This was not, however, a human route. Evidently, no priest 
ever penetrated this succession of doorways from the outside to the 
inside (except when carrying the divine image). Ordinarily, the outer 
doors remained shut, while the priests on duty, after purifying them¬ 
selves in the sacred lake, entered through the side door. But when the 
temple doors were opened on festival days, it was the god who made 
his way through them as he left the temple in procession. The succes¬ 
sion of rooms, halls, emd courts gave architectonic form to his route, 
not that of humans. The forms of the centralizing enclosure and the 
symmetrical, axial succession of rooms emphasizing the processional 
route, correspond to the contrasting principles of arrest and move¬ 
ment as they related to the god. 

The god resided in his temple in two forms: as a cult statue that 
remained in place and as a portable processional barque. The cult 
statue reified the god who rested in the innermost, the most sacred, 
the most screened-off heart of the temple; the barque h5q>ostatized the 
god who emerged, who left the holy of holies on festival days, who 
proceeded outwards through the terraced zones of the ever-larger 
rooms and "appeared" in the profane outer world. For the duration of 
the festival, this "turn outward" blurred the starkly accented bound¬ 
ary between exterior and interior, or as it is expressed in Egyptian 
hymns, between "sky and earth." Evidently, the blurring of this oth¬ 
erwise sharply accentuated boimdary was a part of the Egyptian con¬ 
cept of a religious festival. The appearance of the god, filling sky and 
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earth with his splendor and inspiring all the world to rejoicing, sanc¬ 
tified the world outside. This idea of a turning to the outside on festi¬ 
val days and an opening of the otherwise hermetically sealed sacred 
gave the processional route its architectonic form, with spaces that 
grew ever larger from the interior to the exterior, through rooms, 
hypostyle halls, and die open courtyard. 

The god's processional route also extended beyond the temple: a 
sacred avenue led straight to the river, the land's sole, yet perfectly suf¬ 
ficient, transportation route. Other, equally straight sacred avenues 
made a connection with other temples and holy places that the god 
visited during his processions. The festival outings thus encroached on 
urban planning. These processional avenues were of astonishing mon- 
umentality and were uncompromisingly laid out. In the New 
Kingdom, for example, three causeways, each about 38 yards wide 
and situated quite near one another, led from vaUey temples in the cul¬ 
tivated land to the three mortuary temples of Deir el-Bahari. These 
were not only perfectly straight, but they had exactly the same incline, 
which means that rises in the ground had to be leveled and depres¬ 
sions filled in. These avenues were paved with snow-white limestone 
and flanked by sloping limestone walls. Statues of the king lined the 
causeway of Mentuhotpe, and sphinxes that of Hatshepsut. In the Old 
Kingdom, the pyreunids had been built with the same rigorous and 
uncompromising will to extreme monumentality as the religious 
structures of the New Kingdom. They, too, were signs of the divine on 
earth and sprang from the desire to establish a relationship between 
the heavens and the earth—or, as it is stated in the Hermetic tractate, 
to make the earth into the image {imago) of heaven. 

If we compare the temple of Horus at Edfu to a typical divine tem¬ 
ple of the New Kingdom, such as the temple of ^ons at Kamak 
(Figure 3), the similarities and differences emerge clearly. The princi¬ 
ple of centering by means of enclosiure is less pronoimced; the holy of 
holies is siurounded by secondary rooms and chapels, but not by iso¬ 
lating corridors and layers of walls. In fact, the concept of screening 
and isolation of the holy, as expressed in the centralizing concept of 
spatial ordering, is a typically late concept. The religion of the later 
periods was dominated by fear of profaning, of not heeding the pre¬ 
scriptions, of polluting the sacred. The rituals of this era—^Protection 
of the House, Protection of the Body, Protection of the Bed, Protection 
of the Neslimef-barque, or FeUing Apophis, Warding Off Evil, Felling 
Seth and His Following, and so forth—^had a pronounced protective 
and exorcistic character. 

In the temple of Khons, the motif of the processional route appears 
in precisely ^e same form as in temples bvult a millennium later, for 
it is a typical architectural concept of the New Kingdom. There are 
temples from this period in which the principle of the route is even 
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FIGURE 3. Plan and axonometric elevation of the temple of Khons at Kamak. 
Plan from K. Lange and M. Hinner, Agj/pten: Architektur, PlastOc, Malereri in drei 
Jahrtausenden, 5th ed. (Munich, 1975), p. 143, fig. 61. Axonometric drawing 
from K. Michalowski, Agj/pten (Freiburg, 1969), p. 571. 


more dominant, such as the temple of Luxor. Temple plans that stress 
the notion of route set their festival function in the foregroimd. The 
importance of the festival associated with the temple of Luxor can be 
deduced iirunediately from a glance at its floor plan, and indeed, the 
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festival of Luxor was probably the most important state festival dur¬ 
ing the New Kingdom. 

But there was something further. Temples that stressed their route 
sheltered ambulatory, oracular deities. In Egypt, deities "spoke" through 
movement to make their wills known. Thus, the divine image moved 
toward the pretender chosen to be the successor to the throne or to be 
high priest or the official chosen to be scribe of the granary. Questions put 
to oracles had to be formulated in such a way that they could be 
answered by a simple yes or no. A forward movement of the divine 
image signified assent, a backward movement disapproval. Alternative 
responses were written down separately and presented to the deity, and 
the one toward which the statue turned was the correct one. This prac¬ 
tice began in the New Kingdom at the same time that the new type of 
temple stressing the concept of route made its appearance, and it quickly 
spread throughout the land. But of all the oracles, that of the Theban 
Amrm remained by far the most prominent. When we have dated 
records of oracular decisions, without exception, they occurred during 
religious festivals, thus showing that in Egypt, oracles were fundamen¬ 
tally connected with festivals. But this means that the form in which city 
deities exercised their de facto rulership—^namely, oracles and divine 
jurisdiction—^were intimately tied to the festivals and the associated 
appearances of the divine image in the open, and thus that their rulership 
reached beyond the temple enclosure and included the entire citizenry. 

2.2.3. the temple as cosmos 

Much has been written about the cosmological significance of temples 
during the later periods of Egyptian history, making it the best known 
of aU their aspects and fimctions. We can therefore limit ourselves to 
a brief summary of the most important facts. Essentially, the floor of 
these later temples represented the earth, and the ceiling the sky. 
Columns took the form of plants rising from the earth, and the dados 
of the walls were decorated with marsh plants or with processions of 
"fecundity figures," personifications of telluric fruitfulness that 
always face the inner part of the temple, bearing offerings. As the sky, 
the ceilings were decorated with stars or with astronomical represen¬ 
tations. Between the floor and the ceiling, between earth and sky, 
stretched the decorations on the walls with their endless cult scenes 
filling this stony cosmos in effigie with action and life. 

In the semantics of an Egyptian temple, there is a contradiction that 
is probably based in the structure of the sacred. Viewed from the out¬ 
side, the temple is a highly protected area, an enclave of the sacred in 
a profane world, a tightly sealed vessel of radiant divine power that 
has mysteriously taken up earthly residence on this very spot. But 
viewed from within, this vessel of holiness separated from the world 
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is itself the entire world. The temple represents a cosmos beyond 
which there is nothing more. The cult image filled the temple with an 
emanation of divine presence, while at the same time, the god filled 
the entire cosmos with the radiance of his manifestation. Certain 
Egyptian hymns lend perfect expression to this paradoxical structure: 

His face is unveiled in his temple, 
his cry penetrates to the end of the earth. 

His festival takes place in this sanctuary, 
his aroma plies the ocean. 

Lord of appearance in Thebes, 
his sovereignty fills the foreign lands. 

Sky and earth are filled with his beauty, 
his rays are flooded with gold.^^ 

In another hymn, we read 

Your ba is mighty in Thebes, 
your sovereignty seizes the south. 

Your name is holy in Heliopolis, 

the north is filled with fear of your power.^ 

The cosmic symbolism of Egyptian temples rests on this antinomy 
between interior and exterior, between local ties and the omnipres¬ 
ence of the divine manifestation. The naos in which the cult statue 
rests is the remotest part of the sky, where the gods and goddesses 
dwell. The doors of the shrine are the celestial gates through which 
the sun god passes in the morning. The remainder of the temple is 
the world that the sim god floods with light when he appears in the 
east. Naos and temple thus have an internal-external relationship to 
one another. When the doors of the shrine are opened, the priest 
recites 

The door-leaves of the sky are opened on earth, 

so that the foreign lands and Egypt might gleam by means of his 
forms of manifestation.^^ 

At the same time, however, the temple as a whole is a ""heaven' on 
earth": 

Come in peace, that you might unite with your house, your great 
light-land {akhet) on earth.^^ 

"The form of the temple is like the sky with the sun,"^ as it is put in 
a text of the Ramesside Period. From the New Kingdom on, innu- 
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merable texts emphasize that the temple is "like the akhet of the sky" 
or an "image of the celestial akhet/’ 

The temple was a "sky" on earth, but at the same time sky and 
earth. It was a vessel of sacredness in the profane world, and it was the 
world that the omnipresent god filled to its limits. The symbolism of 
the temple and the concept of the divine were interrelated. The tem¬ 
ple was an image of the cosmos, and the god who dwelled in it was a 
universal god. In chapter 9, we show that this concept of the divine 
made its appearance in the Ramesside Period, which explains why 
the cosmic character of temples, not only as an image of the sky but 
also of the world as a whole, asserted itself ever more clearly down 
through the later periods of Egyptian history. In the late temples, the 
world was present for the god in his house. Above all, that world was 
the land, or as the Egyptians put it, "the entire Icmd" or the "Two 
Lands," that is, the land of Egypt, which had always been equated 
with the earth as the ordered realm of the world. 

Processions of personifications of the forty-two nomes of Egypt, in 
long, geographically ordered (from south to north) rows, are depicted 
offering the products of their nomes to the chief deity of the temple. 
Geographical hymns establish a relationship between this chief deity 
and the succession of principal deities of each of the forty-two nomes, 
who are again enumerated in the same geographically ordered 
sequence. There are also representations of the chief deities of temples 
in the forms emd names in which they were worshiped in each of the 
forty-two nomes. Just as the land of Egypt was called a temple in the 
later Hermetic text, here the temple was portrayed as the land of Egypt. 
This signified a strong emphasis on and dramatization of the local 
dimension of the divine. Unlike the temples of the New Kingdom, 
which cut a piece of the heavens out of the ecirth and offered it to deities 
as their dwellings, the later temples settle the deities specifically in the 
land. It is for this reason that the lemd was included in the temples in 
the form of geographical processions «md litanies. The entire lemd 
waited on the deities in their temples, in return for which it was blessed 
with the beneficent effects of the divine presence. 

Just as temple architecture actualized the cosmic aspect of the earth 
with its plant-shaped columns and its friezes of plants, so the proces¬ 
sions of gods actualized the lemd in its social aspect. This also 
expressed the Egyptian view of the world, which interpreted the cos¬ 
mos as a society. This was also true of the sky, whose cosmic aspect 
was represented on the ceilings of the temples. The social aspect of the 
heavens was represented by the secondary deities, the theoi synnaoi, 
who were worshiped in the chapels surrounding the holy of holies. To 
me, this point seems especially characteristic of Egyptian temples. No 
deity was the sole occupant of his or her temple. The great morning 
liturgy, which greeted the god appearing in the sky and the cult 
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statue's awakening in the temple, enumerated in the form of a litany 
all that constituted this "sphere of belonging." The refrain was 
repeated seventy-eight times; 

Awake in peace, may you awake peacefully. 

Horns of Behdet awakes in peace. 

The gods awake early to adore your ba, 

O exalted winged beetle who ascends to the sky! 

It is he who "opens the sphere" in the sky goddess, 
and fills the earth with gold dust, 

who comes to life in the eastern moimtains and descends head first 
into the depths in the western mountains, 
who sleeps daily in Behdet.^ 

Each recitation of the refrain was followed by one of the foUowing: 

1. twenty-six theological aspects of Horns 

2. the names of the ten subsidiary deities (theoi synnaoi): Hathor, 
Harsomtus, Khons, Min, Sokar, Osiris, Isis, Mehit-Tefnut, 
Nephthys, and Nekhbet, who are summarized as "the deities 
who are front of you and behind you, the Ennead surrounding 
your majesty," the falcon mummies of the sacred animals of the 
past, the deceased divine forebears 

3. the various parts of the god's body 

4. the emblems, crown, and insignia of his regalia 

5. the city, and the temple with its halls, chapels, pillars, doorways, 
statues, reliefs, and barque shrine. 

In the local dimension—that is, in the temple—we encounter the 
divine in an expressly polytheistic form. The temple shelters the god 
as a multiplicity, as a member of the divine realm that is itself a part 
of his all-encompassing essence, just as the temple could be consid¬ 
ered as a part of the divine person. In the temples of the New 
Kingdom, ^e multiplicity of chapels surrounding the holy of holies 
already points to the imderlying polytheistic concept of the divine. 

In addition to the cosmic and social aspects of Egyptian temples, 
there was also the mythic. The temple recaUed a my^cal place, the 
primeval mound. It stood on the first soil that emerged from the 
primeval waters, on which the creator god stood to begin his work of 
creation. Through a long chain of ongoing renewals, the present temple 
was the direct descendant of the original sanctuary that the creator god 
himself had erected on the primeval mound. An origin myth connect¬ 
ing the structure with creation is associated with each of the larger late 
temples. These myths expressed the concept of divine autochthony, for 
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the gods had inhabited the land since creation. Each temple was not 
only the center, but also the origin of the world. Yet the same temples 
also contained inscriptions contaiiung concrete historical information. 
Thus, in an inscription in the crypts of the temple of Hathor at Dendara, 
we read of the precursors of the present temple that a temple from the 
time of Tuthmosis III had stood on this very spot, and that for his part, 
he had renewed a temple from the reign of Cheops. 

Such successions of temples are also known archaeologically. On the 
island of Elephantine in the extreme south of Eg3^t, exemplary exca¬ 
vation technique and favorable circumstances have made it possible to 
reconstruct the architectural history of a temple that includes all the 
periods of pharaonic history —a stroke of luck that despite the unique¬ 
ness of the temple enables us to draw conclusions about the basic out¬ 
line of genercd developments in ancient Eg3q)t. At the outset, this loccd 
sanctuary was associated with a natural phenomenon, a niche formed 
by three huge granite blocks that were nearly 12 feet high. Here, a small 
brick hut measuring about 5 feet x 7 feet was constructed at the very 
beginning of pharaonic history, ca. 2900 b.c.e. (Figure 4). Later, a fore¬ 
court was added. More than one thousand years later, the limestone 
temple of Dynasty 12 continued to respect the naturcd setting of the 
niche in the rocks. It was not until five hundred more years had passed 
that the sandstone temple of Queen Hatshepsut made a radical break 
with the previous dimensions of the building and was built over the 
blocks of granite, which had in the interim been covered by mote than 
3 feet of deposit. Yet in the many unusual features of its groimd plan, 
this temple still reflected a reference to the original sanctuary, for a 
descending ramp maintained its relationship to the niche in the rocks. 
It was the Ptolemaic temple that, another millennium and a half later, 
followed the conventional layout of its time on a level some yards 
higher, thus obliterating the uiuque aspect of the original layout. 

This temple is an impressive example of what archaeological reality 
can lie behind the mythical or historical tradition of the temple inscrip¬ 
tions in an individual instance. The spade did not uncover the 
"primeval mound," but rather a series of successive temples that 
reached back over three millennia to the threshold of history. Seen the 
other way around, the temple was an organism that was ever growing, 
or more precisely put, in a process of augmentative renewal. In the 
beginning, there were primitive huts, which were recalled down into 
the latest periods in representations and in religious emblems or signs 
in the hieroglyphic writing system. But the temple architecture itself 
was filled with such archaic reminiscences. The most obvious examples 
are the torus molding and the comice, the most common and best- 
known hallmcirks of Egyptian architecture. These are renderings in 
stone of primitive methods of building with bundles of reeds. A temple 
was the reification of a cultural memory, a half-mythical, half-historical 
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FIGURE 4. Plans of the various stages of the temple of Satis at Elephantine. 
From W. Kaiser, "Stadt imd Tempel von Elephantine, siebente 
Grabungsbericht," MDAIK 33 (i977):65, fig. 1. 


awareness from the unbelievably remote origins of pharaonic Egypt. 
Standing on its primeval moimd, it pointed back to the building meth¬ 
ods employed at the beginning of history. It was an image of the cos¬ 
mos not only in the spatial sense, but in Ihe temporal sense as well. 


2,3. Image and Cult 

2.3.1. Descensio: Egyptian theories of the cult statue 

The words "image" and "cult" point to the very heart of Egyptian reli¬ 
gion. The center around which everything revolved, the basis on which 
everything rested, was neither holy scripture, nor shamanistic visions, 
nor ecstatic or mystic experiences of something wholly other, but rather 
the cult, the daily routine of an endlessly differentiated service ren¬ 
dered to the deities in the forms in which ffiey were locally resident, 
their cult statues. If the Egyptians were famed in antiquity for serving 
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their deities not only pia mente, "with a pious attitude," but also sedula 
religwne, "with incessant cultic worship" (Asclepius 23), if they seemed 
to Herodotus to be theosebes, the most "pious" of adl peoples {Histories 
n 37), these statements rest on the observation that nowhere else in the 
world was so much done for the divine, or so continuously. The text of 
the Hermetic tractate Asclepius, which we used as the starting point of 
our treatment of the "local" dimension of divine presence, also refers to 
cult activity when it calls Egypt the "image of heaven" and the "temple 
of the whole world," for it immediately qualifies these comparisons: 

... aut, quod est verius, translatio aut descensio omnium, quae 
gubemantur atque excercentur in caelo. 

... or, better, the conveying or descent of all that is regulated and 
carried out in heaven.^ 

The concept of image {imago) is immediately clarified: what is 
intended is action, not something static. Celestial activities are carried 
out on earth, and Egypt is a temple because it is the land where this 
is done according to heavenly directives. This activity is the cult, and 
specifically the statue cult. This passage from the Hermetic tractate is 
cormected with a discourse regarding statues: they are the "gods who 
are in the temples," and their maker {fictor) is human, just as the high¬ 
est god is the creator {effector) of the celestial deities. 

Although this late text, which is not, strictly speaking, an Egyptian 
one, can serve only as an entr^ into genuine Egyptian views concern¬ 
ing image and cult, it is nevertheless worthwhile to consider it briefly. 
Have we read it correctly? Homo fictor est deorum qui in templis sunt 
(man is the maker of the gods who are in the temples)—are the divine 
images a homemade "fiction" of humankind? Ibis statement is delib¬ 
erately provocative. It occurs in a dialogue, and the other interlocutor, 
Asclepius, acknowledges, confundo, 0 Trismegiste: "1 am confused." 
Incredulous, he asks, statuas dicis, "Do you mean the statues?" Yes, but 
statuas animatas sensu et spiritu plenas, "statues alive with sensation and 
filled with spirit," which are prescient {futurorum praesdas) and can 
give oracles, grant dreams, and cause and cure maladies. The statues, 
we are told, have two natures, one divine and one material, one above 
and the other below humankind. As creators of these statues, humans 
are reminded of their own divine origin, and by piously tending and 
worshiping them, they make the divine at home.on ear^. 

What we learn about image and cult from Eg)ptian sources is sur¬ 
prisingly similar to the concepts of descensio and translatio. In the 
Morning Song from Edfu cited earlier, it is said of Horus: 

He comes from the sky each day 
to behold his image on its Great Seat. 

He descends {hU) on his image {s^nt) 
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and mingles with his cult images 

A similar text from Dendara says of Hathor: 

She flies down ( 7 ?i) from the sky 

to enter the akhet of her ka on earth, 

she flies down onto her body she joins with her form.^^ 

This divine descensio affected not only the cult statue, but all the rep¬ 
resentations in the temple, even those on the walls: 

She unites with her forms 
that are carved in her sanctuary. 

She alights on her forms 
that are carved on the walL^ 

A text from Dendara referring to the representations in the Osiris 
chapel is especially explicit: 

Osiris ... comes as a spirit {}h), 
to unite with his form in his sanctuary. 

He comes from the sky flying like a sparrowhawk 
with glittering feathers, and the has of the gods with him. 

He descends as a falcon on his chamber in Dendara ... 

In peace, he enters his august chamber 
with the has of the gods who are around him. 

He sees his mysterious form depicted in its place, 
his figure engraved on the wall; 
he enters into his mysterious form, 
alights on his image .. . 

and the has of the gods take their places beside him.^^ 

Time and again in the temple inscriptions of the Graeco-Roman 
Period, we encounter not only a terminology of descent that places deity 
and image in a vertical relationship and corresponds to the antinomy of 
heaven and earth in the Hermetic tractate, but also a terminology that 
expresses a double nature. The texts speak of the ba of the god, which 
alights on his sekhem. We translate ba as "soul"; Egyptians believed that 
this was the form in which people lived on after death, not on earth, in 
the tomb, and in the memory of the community, but in the next world, 
in the sky. Sekhem literally means "power," and probably also "sign of 
power" and thus "image." We read, for example, at Esna: 

His ba descends from the sky onto his earthly image. 

His majesty alights on his sekhemJ^ 
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And at Dendara: 

After his ba came from the sky to see his monuments, 
his heart united with his cult images.^’ 

After his ba came to the house of Re, 
it united with his image on the wall.^^ 

The texts describe the relationship between the ba and the image as 
"uniting," "fraternizing," and "embracing." Hermann Junker coined 
the concept of "installation" or "indwelling" {Einwohnung), which has 
since become common in Egyptology. The concept is in fact quite well 
taken, for it expresses the specifically Egyptian concept of the "local" 
dimension of divine presence and supplements our all-too-static con¬ 
cepts of "native" or "autochthonous" in reference to the performative, 
eventful nature of this presence. The gods do not "dwell" on earth, 
which would merely be a condition; rather, they "install" themselves 
there, and specifically, they "install" themselves in their images: this 
is an event that occurs regularly and repeatedly, but with the collabo¬ 
ration of humankind, on whom the cult is dependent. Junker coined 
the concept of "indwelling" in reference to text passages that describe 
a deity's ba as descending from the sky and uniting not only with the 
cult statue, but also with the representations in the reliefs on the walls. 
These reliefs depict scenes of the cult: the deity descends from the sky 
as a ba to participate in the cult in the form of these images. 

Clearly, in these late temple inscriptions we are dealing with a fully 
formed theory that distinguished between the deities and their repre¬ 
sentations and established the relationship between them with a 
nuanced terminology. Just as in the Hermetic corpus, it is a matter of 
descensio, "descent." The deities were in the sky as bas, and their 
images were on earth; in the cult, they "installed" themselves in the 
temple daily. We must now examine to what extent this theory was an 
accomplishment of the Graeco-Roman Period, or, as Morenz and oth¬ 
ers have felt, was also true for earlier periods. The concept of installa¬ 
tion/indwelling has its origin in beliefs about the dead. In texts of 
Dynasty i8 (ca. 1400 b.c.e.), we read statements such as "May my ba 
alight on my images {^hmw) in the monuments I have made."^^ 

In this and later periods, there was a common mortuary concept 
that the ba of the deceased would descend from the sky and alight on 
the mummy. Thus, for instance, we read in a late, widely used mor¬ 
tuary text, "Your ha ascends to the sky in the company of the has of the 
gods and descends again on your mummy in the cemetery."^ 

Because of the analogy between the sun's course and the fate of the 
dead, on which the mythic organization of the sun's course is based 
(this win be discussed in detail in connection with the "mythic" dimen- 
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sion), similar concepts are also found in the older solar religion. At 
night, the sun god descends from the sky and into the netherworld as 
a ba to unite with his corpse. In the theological explanation of this 
process, Osiris was understood to be the netherworldly corpse of the 
sun god, so that it could be said of both the sun god and Osiris that his 
ba was in the sky and his mummy in the netherworld. Building on 
these concepts, though admittedly in another direction entirely, in the 
thirteenth and twelfth centuries a theology was developed of Amun as 
a cosmic deity who, as ba, image, and mummy, filled the three-tiered 
cosmos of sky, earth, and netherworld. This concept became general¬ 
ized, and in later periods, all deities had a fw, an image, and a corpse, 
thus filling the cosmos with their three forms. In the later periods of 
Egyptian history, these various beginnings evolved into a ^eory that 
conceived of the relationship of deity and image in terms of above and 
below, sky and eeirth, ba and miunmy, and correspondingly, of the 
process of "indwelling" as a descensio (h?i "to descend," ffni, "to aligjit"). 

This opposition of above and below, sky and earth, divine sub¬ 
stance and cult statue come into play in a distinctive manner in a rit¬ 
ual called Uniting with the Sun (hnm itn), which was carried out 
several times a year on the occasion of major religious festivals. The 
priests would carry the portable statues up to the temple roof to be 
bathed by the sunlight and thereby charged, as it were, with divine 
substance for a fresh period of time. Hymns that were sung on these 
occasions also explain this ceremony as a descent of the ba, which 
unites with the deity's earthly image and teikes up residence in the 
temple. A verb was even derived from the noun ba to designate the 
statues' condition of being enlivened by divinity and being fiUed with 
its spirit. What is striking about this concept is that not only statues of 
the sun god, but all divine statues, were enlivened by contact with the 
sunlight. It is as though all divine Iw-substance was concentrated in 
the sun, from which it was beamed into the cult statues of the deities. 

One would search in vain in earlier periods for precursors of this 
ritual or the concepts expressed in it. Only one passage seems to 
express a similar view of the relationship between the sun and the 
divine statues. It is in the Instruction of Ani, which is probably from 
the early Ramesside Period (first half of the thirteenth century b.c.e.): 

The god of this land is the sun in the sky. 

(Only) his S5anbols are on earth.® 

This statement has been taken as an expression of purest Amama the¬ 
ology. The "s5mbols," however, are the divine statues, which were 
categorically excluded from Amama religion. In fact, we see here the 
beginning of a concept that already closely resembles that of the later 
periods; the sun as the celestial concentration of all divine substance. 
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and the many earthly divine statues in which, in the specific refrac¬ 
tions of the polytheistic religion, this substance took on a form acces¬ 
sible to humankind. The actual locus of this viewpoint is the New 
Solar Theology of the New Kingdom, which we discuss in chapter 9.2. 
But even here, we find no trace of a ritual that could be in any way 
connected with the late Uniting with the Sim. 

Typically enough, though, we find what are at least echoes of it in 
the funerary cult, in connection with a very ancient ritual that, it would 
seem, was based from the very beginning on a conceptual distinction 
between divine enlivening and the material substance of the cult 
image. The Egyptians called this ritual, which was even carried out in 
connection with the Uniting with the Sun at Esna and Kom Ombo, the 
Opening of the Mouth. It was a comprehensive sequence of rites, some 
of them quite archaic, whose goal was to endow the statue with a soul 
and to quicken it. Its roots were surely in the funerary cult, for the prin¬ 
cipal actor was the son, who, inter alia, had to sleep by the statue to see 
his deceased father in a dream. As early as the Old Kingdom, however, 
it was carried out on divine images as routinely and repeatedly as the 
Uniting with the Sun ritual in the Ptolemaic Period. In the New 
Kingdom, the ritual was expanded to include scenes from the solar cult 
that were evidently to be enacted in the forecourt of the tomb (and tem¬ 
ple?), in the light of the sun. One scene is an offering litany with cens- 
ings for all the gods and goddesses, ending with the sun god and aU the 
deities of his barque and his circle. The other is a censing that was per¬ 
formed only for Re-Harakhty, the sun god. It is certainly these rites that 
are meant when we read in funerary wishes of this period. 

May your mummy be set up before the sun god 

in the forecourt of your tomb.^ 

With its nuanced rites and concepts, the mortuary cult was a 
"preparatory school" for theology, and through ritual activities 
related to tomb statues, Egyptians learned to distinguish between 
deities and their cult statues. In the Ptolemaic Period, the Opening of 
the Mouth was even carried out on the temple itself as a living, and 
repeatedly to be enlivened, receptacle of the divine essence! 

With regard to the classical Egyptian concept of the essence of 
divine images, the text that first comes to mind is the so-called 
Memphite Theology. The text is preserved only in a copy from 
Dynasty 25, yet there was once a consensus that it reproduced a much 
older original going back at least to the Old Kingdom. Today, how¬ 
ever, scholars are inclined, with good reason, to regard it as a formu¬ 
lation of the New Kingdom or even of the period in which it was 
copied down. This text, which is a theological tractate about the 
Memphite deity Ptah as creator god, states. 
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He "bore" the gods, he created the cities, he founded the nomes, 
he placed the gods in their cult places, 
he established their offerings and equipped their sanctuaries, 
he made their "bodies" according to their wishes. 

So the gods entered their "bodies," 

of all kinds of wood, all kinds of minerals, all kinds of clay, 
and of everything that grows on him (the earth = creator god), 
in which they took form.^^ 


The text begins by confirming, with remarkable clarity, the triad of 
city, temple, and cult image that our treatment has identified as the 
basis of the local dimension of divine presence. In what follows, the 
process of "indwelling" is described as an "entering" (not a descensio, 
"descent"), and a clear distinction is drawn between the two 
"natures" of divine images: the gods on the one hand, and on the 
other, their "bodies" of more or less perishable earthly materials. The 
text unequivocally expresses what we must emphasize as the basic 
Eg5q)tian concept regarding this point: The statue is not the image of the 
deity's body, hut the body itself. It does not represent his form, but rather 
gives him form. The deity takes form in the statue, just as in a sacred 
animal or a natural phenomenon. The statues were not made, but 
"bom." This was not said only in the case of the creator god Ptah; in 
royal inscriptions, "to bear" is practically a technical term for the fash¬ 
ioning of a cult statue, but even simple craftsmen or artisans say of 
themselves that they "bore" the statues of deities or the deities them¬ 
selves. The profession of sculptor was designated "one who makes 
live," that is, "quickener," and the quickening ritual of the Opetung of 
the Mouth constitutes the last stage in the preparation of the statue. 
The Egyptians never blurred the distinction between image and deity, 
but they took it in a different direction and to a different level from 
that to which we are accustomed. We shall return to this point later. 

Yet another text supplies us with information regarding the 
Eg5q>tian concept of a deity's "indwelling" in a cult statue. As in the 
case of the statement from the Instruction of Ani cited earlier, it 
belongs to the genre of wisdom literature, which even in Egypt is to 
be distinguished from religious texts in the stricter sense. The central 
theme of the Instruction for Merikare, which has come down to us in 
manuscripts of Dynasty i8 but is surely based on a Middle Kingdom 
text, is the problem of requital. In this connection, it states 

Generation after generation passes by among humankind, 

but the god who knows characters has hidden himself. 

There is none who can repel the blow of the "lord of the hand" 

(requital); 
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he strikes (without) eyes seeing it. 

Revere the god on his way, 

(the god), who is made of precious stones and made (lit., "bom") of 

bronze 

like water that is replaced by other water. 

But there is no stream that allows itself to be hidden; 

it destroys the canal in which it was hidden.'*® 

Here, a distinction is made between the hidden god as lord of requital 
and the god made of stone and bronze, the cult statue. This distinction 
is clarified by another one, that between standing water in an artificial 
canal or pond and a living stream that cannot be dammed. Does this 
distinction not intimate the double nature of the cult statue? 
Humankind is directed to the "god on his way," that is, to the local 
dimension of his presence, to the cult. Here and in this form shall they 
revere him. But at the same time, they must know that the god who is 
present, dwelling in his cult statue, reigns everywhere in his hidden¬ 
ness and can at any time burst forth from this "channeled" form in 
which he dwells like a river that overflows its dam. Here, there is no 
talk of sky and earth, ba and image, but rather of hiddenness and pres¬ 
ence, of human "enactment" and divine spontaneity. The simplification 
and in a certain sense the trivializing of this mysterious antinomy in the 
sense of an above and a below was the work of priests of later eras. 

2.3.2. Translatio: fundamentals of the Egyptian cult 

The essence of the Egyptian cult has been called a "response," a 
human "reaction" to Ae ever-present, supereminent effect of the 
divine. This interpretation might do justice to the Egyptians' own 
vmderstanding. For them, the deities were no fictions, but genuine 
powers. Nor did they view cult activity as a s5anbolic enactment, but 
rather as a genuine encovmter that, as is clear from many of the rele¬ 
vant texts, they experienced with fear and trembling, but which also 
filled them with wonder, joy, and pleasure. For the Egyptians, the cult 
activities that seem so routine to us were emotionally diarged in a way 
that we can describe only as a reaction to the prior occurrence of a 
spontaneous manifestation of the divine. But a closer look shows that 
we must make a distinction. Festival rituals were expressly "reactive"; 
the deity took the initiative, and the rites were accompanied by strong 
emotions of wonder and joy. The daily cult ritual, however, was pre¬ 
dominantly "operative": the priest awakened, greeted, worshiped, 
purified, anointed, and dressed the cult statue and provided it three 
times daily with the huge variety of foods of the daily offerings. Even 
in the Egyptians' own imderstanding, the character of a symbolic 
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enactment clearly predominated in this portion of cult activity. This 
activity was directed to a cult statue inhabited by a deity. The priest's 
acts did not respond to the process of "indwelling" that was occurring, 
but rather accompanied and confirmed it. Indeed, the divine acts can 
be vmderstood as a response to this activity. The ritual brought the 
divine effects down to earth, or—if we wish to do without the "above- 
below" metaphor of the later theology—^brought them into a sphere 
that was accessible to human activity. If this cult activity were sus¬ 
pended, the deities would withdraw, leaving behind only the material 
substrate of their presence as an empty, inanimate form. The daily cult 
ritual corresponded to the local dimension of divine presence less in 
the sense of a response than that of an invitation and confirmation. 

Egyptian cult, even the daily cult ritual, was a complex affair. The 
latter comprised rites of clothing and offering, and the clothing rites 
alone consisted of a good forty-five individual acts. Every action was 
broken down into its smallest constituent elements, and each of these 
was isolated as an individual rite. Thus, for instance, the first nine acts 
of the morning clothing ritual in the New Kingdom consisted of 

1. lighting the flame 

2. taking up the arm-shaped censer 

3. placing the pan on the censer 

4. placing incense in the flame 

5. going to the sanctuary 

6. breaking the cord 

7. breaking the seal 

8. sliding the doorbolt 

9. "revealing the god" (opening the door-leaves of the shrine).^® 

The offering ritual was scarcely less comprehensive. It consisted of 
preparatory rites whose goal was to purify the offerings, the actual 
offering rites, praises of the deity, and concluding rites. To go into 
these in detail here is impossible, so I shall confine myself to an expo¬ 
sition of the basic structures of the ritual activity. In view of the 
amovmt and complexity of the material, it should be evident that coim- 
terexamples can be cited for just about any generali2ing statement. 
Nevertheless, I feel it is legitimate to seek a generalizing perspective. 
It seems to me that three points are worth stressing in this connection. 

First, the daily cult ritual was personal service to the lord of the 
temple, evidently modeled on the ceremony in which the king was 
clothed in the morning. As the lord of his house, the god was greeted, 
revered, and tended to. The ritual was thus rooted in the basic con¬ 
cept of the deity as resident in a locale; it is not directed toward a dis¬ 
tant divinity who must be summoned, but rather to one who is 
present and resident. Its concern is with the well-being and satisfac- 
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tion of the deity and thus with the requirements of the possibility of 
his earthly residence and local presence. The Egyptian word htp 
{hotep), which means both "offering" and "satisfaction," is a central 
concept in the ritual. 

The second point is that the ritual—and this is probably its most 
distinctive characteristic —was not conceived of as a communication 
between the human and the divine, but rather as an interaction between 
deities. In the spells with which the priest regularly accompanied his 
actions, cmd which were evidently as important to their success as the 
actions themselves, he assumes the role of such deities as Horus, 
Thoth, Anubis, cmd Harsaphes. In particular, the individual presenta¬ 
tions {hotep) around which the ritual principally revolves are desig¬ 
nated "eye of Horus," cmd everything from unguent to the foreleg of 
an ox was cm object of cultic presentation. This remarkable process, 
which had its origin in the mortuary cult, deserves further comment. 

We can begin by considering some examples of verbal interpreta¬ 
tion of cultic acts. When fat is placed in the fire of the burnt offering 
to make the flames leap higher, it is said. 

Abundance comes, joined with abundance, 

Horus arises to cure (s'd) his eye 
in its name "fat" Cd).^ 

When meat is then placed on the fire, it is said. 

The breast is the eye of Horus, 
the leg is the testicles of Seth. 

As Horus is satisfied with his eye, 
as Seth is satisfied with his testicles, 
so is the god satisfied with his meat.®^ 

The same comparisons with the eye of Horus and the testicles of Seth 
are next applied to the offerings of beer, white bread, cakes, and wine. 
The concluding purification with the nemset-vessel includes the state¬ 
ment, "take to yourself the eye of Horus," and the censing is accom¬ 
panied by the words 

The incense comes, the divine aroma comes, 

its aroma comes to you, 

the aroma of the eye of Horus comes to you.® 

Even the "reversion of offerings"—that is, the presentation of the 
offerings that had been made to the god to the other divine statues 
and their ultimate consumption by the priests, and thus the removal 
of what had been brought—is related to the eye of Horus: 
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Your enemy retreats before you. 

Horus turns to his eye 

in its name "reversion of the offerings." 

[...] 

Take the offering of the king. 

May the eye of Horus flourish with you!®^ 

At the end, when the torch is extinguished, it is said. 

This is the eye of Horus, 
through which you have become great, 
you flourish through it, 
you gain might through it.®^ 

When the offerings are proclaimed, that is, when each of the items 
brought and offered to the god is announced in a litany-like manner, 
nearly every one of these announcements begins with the formula, 
"Take to yourself the eye of Horus!" 

The verbal accompaniment of the individual presentations rests on 
the principle of explanatory transposition of what is happening into 
the divine realm. It is thus that an item being offered becomes the "eye 
of Horus." The latter is extremely multivalent; here, it probably stands 
above all for the notion of plenitude of life force. The oldest texts that 
mention it stem from the royal mortuary cult of the Old Kingdom and 
are preserved to us in great number in the PYramid Texts. I believe that 
this is also tiie actual origin of this symbolism. The eye of Horus is tire 
mythological interpretation of the gift of the lost life force that the son 
and successor restores to his deceased father and predecessor across 
the threshold tirat separates this world from the next. The eye of Horus 
symbolizes the life force that has been lost, the lack that deatir has 
inflicted on the recipient of the cult. Robbed by Seth, it had to be 
restored by Horus. Thus, for example, in a spell of the Pyramid Texts 
that was recited along with an offering of figs, we read 

Osiris Wenis, take to yourself the eye of Horus, 
which he has rescued from the hand of Seth.®® 

Here, the words for "fig" (ifd) and "rescue" {id) constitute a pun. The 
eye was tom from Horus by Seth and was restored to him by Thoth, 
but it was also restored to ^iris by Horus (and Thoth). This restitu¬ 
tion was the embodiment of every alleviation of lack or need, from 
the extreme need of the deceased lying in the tomb to the cult statue's 
need to be waited on. 

When the priest proffers an object—a loaf of bread, a jug of beer, a 
piece of meat—and explains it as the "eye of Horus," he thus enters 
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into a divine constellation that originated in the relationship between 
the living son (Horns) and the deceased father (Osiris). This is the con¬ 
stellation that spans the gulf separating this world from the next. Here, 
too, as in the case of the theology of cult statues, the mortuary cult 
shows itself to be the "preparatory school" of theology. The mortuary 
cult supplied the model for bridging two spheres of existence; between 
the living and the deceased in their tombs, between humankind and 
the deities in their temples. And when the god is given the eye of 
Homs, it invigorates his life force as well, healing him in his need. 

The third point, which flows from what has preceded but needs to 
be stressed separately, is that in Egyptian ritual, speech explicitly and 
performatively accomplishes this transposition of the cultic events into 
the divine realm. Via an older world of concrete rites and cult objects, 
the royal mortuary cult of the Old Kingdom systematically established 
a mythic world of meaning. We return to this in chapter 4. Speech was 
a preeminent means of meiking the otherworldly realm of meaning 
manifest in the this-worldly realm of symbolic objects and actions. Just 
as the deceased, as an element in this life, was displaced into the divine 
realm, so a deity, as an otherworldly power, could "install" himself or 
herself in a cult statue so as to act as an element in this world. Speech 
established a relationship between this and the other world—between 
sky and earth, to use the categories of the later theology—by inter¬ 
preting cultic acts as divine or celestial events. Thus was accomplished 
what the Hermetic text designates translatio, the transference of celes¬ 
tial events to the terrestrial realm. 

Finally, it must again be stressed that cult was based on the poly¬ 
theistic stmcture of Egyptian religion. It was constmed as activity car¬ 
ried out in the framework of divine constellations, between deities, 
and thus also as entailing a multiplicity of deities. Moreover, it was 
directed toward deities not in the comprehensive plenitude of their 
distant and hidden essence, but in the specific, well-defined special 
form of their individual local presence and CLiltic "indwelling." 
Expressly and often, the priest emphasizes, "I have compared your 
essence to no other god."“ Cult statues also had to reproduce the dis¬ 
tinctive traits of die deities. As they themselves wished, d\e creator 
god had fashioned the statues so as to resemble them. Multiplicity 
and variety prevail everywhere in this dimension. 

The same was true of the temple and the city. A temple was, as a 
rule, inhabited by many deities and sheltered its principle deity along 
with the "sphere of belonging" to which he or she belonged as an 
animated being, at least according to the view of the later periods. A 
city was also inhabited by various deities. Numerous deities resided 
in the plurality of cities, and the total of the cities combined with the 
multiplicity of the deities residing in them into the unity of the land 
on the one hand, and on the other, into the unity of the pantheon. In 
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Egypt, there was no single Memphis or Thebes in the sense that there 
is a single Jerusalem, a single Rome, or a single Mecca, but rather a 
multitude of religious centers, each of them a holy city in its own 
right. And just as the polytheistic structure of the religion is clearly 
revealed in the geography of settlements and the architecture of tem¬ 
ples, it also determined the meaning and form of cult activity. 
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CHAPTER 3 


The Cosmos 


3 . 1 . Cult and Cosmos: Performance and Event, 

Symbol and Reality 

Turning from the cultic or local dimension of divine presence to the 
cosmos, the latter at first appears in many ways to be the exact oppo¬ 
site of the cult. The cult was an essentially human performance in 
which gods and goddesses benevolently participated, "indwelling" 
(to use the late terminology) in the cult images human hands had 
fashioned for them by descending on them from the sky as ba. By con¬ 
trast, the actual divine performance was the cosmos, the embodiment 
and lesvdt of what the deities did of their own accord. In this opposi¬ 
tion, cult seems to be a human attempt to intervene in cosmic events, 
to influence them in a manner beneficial to society through offerings 
and prayer. As we have seen, such a perspective, in which cult and 
cosmos were polarized, was especially characteristic of the theology 
of the Ptolemaic temple inscriptions, which interpret the dichotomy 
as sky and earth. They portray the temple as the s5anbol and image of 
the cosmos, with the result that the rituals enacted in them could sym¬ 
bolically intervene in cosmic events, that is, in the world of the divine 
as it occurs in the form of the cosmos. The cosmos was essentially the 
sky, a distant, otherworldly realm, in a certain sense transcendent, 
and accessible to humankind only through the mediation of S3mbols. 
The actual dimension of divine presence was the cult. 

With this theology of the cult, which was perhaps carried rather too 
rigorously to its logical conclusion, it would be difficult to convey the 
idea of the cosmos as a dimension of divine presence. Yet it was pre¬ 
cisely this concept that was expressed in an ancient polemical state¬ 
ment directed against cult images and their worship: "The one and 
only temple of God is the cosmos."^ Despite this theological position 
regarding the natural world, which has been carried with equal rigor 
to its logical conclusion, and which dismisses temples and cult images 
to seek the divine in nature alone as the temple built by God for him¬ 
self, we should not classify Egyptian religion as a "natural religion." 
We must avoid such oppositions, moreover, if we are to imderstand 
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Egyptian religion not in its late, but in its classical expression. The logic 
and rigor of a system of thought that views "cult religion" and "natu¬ 
ral religion" as opposites seems foreign and inappropriate to the ear¬ 
lier periods. Classical Egyptian religion was a little of each, and just as 
the preceding chapter was devoted to the cult, the present one deals 
with the sense in which Egyptian religion was a religion of nature. 


3 , 2 . Cosmography as Theology 

A natural religion exists in the cosmic dimension of divine presence. It 
experiences nature as a hierophany, as a manifestation of divine pow¬ 
ers. This concept is current in the contemporary world, or has again 
become current as the exact antithesis of our own religious tradition, 
which is stamped by Judeo-Christian beliefs. This hiis occurred via 
undercurrents preserved until modem times in alchemy, Hermetism, 
and neopagan movements of late classical antiquity; via the somewhat 
nostalgic transfiguration of pagan Greece in the German classical 
period, particularly in Schiller's poem "The Gods of Greece," with its 
striking and potent diagnosis of a "nature that has lost its gods"; and 
finally and most important, via attempts to understand this "loss" by 
means of scholarly analysis as a process of secularization or disen¬ 
chantment, notably in the work of Max Weber. In its capacity as a nat¬ 
ural religion, Egyptian religion was in no way unique; it was but one 
of innumerable expressions of the religious in an un-demysti£ied 
world. As such, though, it had its own individual, culture-specific 
aspects, and these are deedt with in the discussion that follows. 

The Egyptians' relationship to nature was characterized by an 
unusual wealth of detail and by a precision of observation and 
description, yet also by a peculiar narrowness of interest. The scenes 
depicting animals in the tombs of Old Kingdom officials are well 
known; they would do honor to a zoological textbook, so seldom is 
there any doubt as to the zoological classification of any of the ani¬ 
mals represented. In contrast to a textbook, though, the animal world 
is not portrayed for its own sake, but in a partial manner that is deter¬ 
mined by a specific horizon of relevance: what is represented is that 
which is important for human nourishment. There can be no question 
of a zoological textbook in these tomb reliefs, however true to nature 
they might be. This is just one symptom of an attitude toward the 
world that appears at all levels, and that struck the open-minded 
Greeks as rather exceptional. Because of the Egyptians' limited inter¬ 
est in nature, the Greeks felt that the Egyptians were philochrematos, 
"utilitarian," in contrast to themselves, who were philomath^, "scien¬ 
tific." Instead of obtaining precise information about the origin of the 
Nile, the Eg)qjtians were content with an abstruse theory according to 
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which the Nile flowed from the netherworld at Elephantine and at a 
place in the area of present-day Old Cairo called "Babylon" in Greek. 
Because the interest of the Egyptians was confined to the Nile of 
Egypt itself, it included the detail that Upper and Lower Egypt were 
each provided with a special Nile that had a source of its own. The 
Egyptians seem never to have inquired into the reasons for the most 
striking and puzzling natural occurrence in their land, the annual rise 
and fall of the Nile. The Greeks were surprised that the Egyptians 
either were satisfied with answers that coxild not withstand experi¬ 
ence, as in the case of the source of the Nile, or had not first posed spe¬ 
cific questions that the Greeks asked, as in the case of the Nile 
inundation. How astonished they would have been, had they known 
what questions the Egyptians posed instead, or had they Imown of 
the detailed maps the Egyptians made of the netherworld and other 
regions far removed from any human experience! This was obviously 
no question of bringing the world into the realm of experience, but 
rather of interpreting what lay beyond the realm of experience: it is 
clear that a concept such as philochrermtos, an interest directed purely 
to practical utility, does not do justice to Egyptian culture. 

3.2.1. COSMOGRAPHY OF VISIBLE REALITY 

Egyptian interest in nature and the resulting style of cognition and 
theorizing was religious in its orientation; put more precisely, it was a 
solar theology. The actual locus of Egyptian "natural history" and cos¬ 
mography was the cult of the svm, which was the source of the icono- 
logical principles and the concrete models for the reliefs that we 
admire in the tombs, as we know from fragments from the sun tem¬ 
ples of Dynasty 5. The kings of this d5nnasty (ca. 2500 b.c.e.) con¬ 
structed pyramids that were much smaller than those of their 
predecessors Khufu and Khephren, building instead sanctuaries for 
the sun god, whose cult was connected to their own mortuary cult. 
They also made "Son of Re" a regular component of their titularies. A 
legend attached to them, according to which they were sired by the 
sun god himself, who chose the wife of one of his priests to bear the 
first three kings of the dynasty as triplets. Dynasty 5 was the apogee 
of solar religion in ancient Egypt. In the svm temple of Neuserre, the 
fourth king of the dynasty, there was a relief-decorated corridor that 
has come to be called by the German term Weltkammer ("chamber of 
the world") because of the program of its decoration. The fragments 
that have been found display a huge number of animals carved in the 
finest relief style: wild animals, such as antelopes, gazelles, ibexes, 
cheetahs, panthers, and wild cattle; domesticated animals, such as 
cattle, donkeys, goats, and sheep; and all possible kinds of birds and 
watercourses filled with species of fish. People are also depicted. 
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occupied with catching or raising these animalS/ and inscriptions 
serve as captions to the scenes. The repertoire of scenes seems to go 
far beyond those of the private tombs, though evidently not beyond 
their thematic framework, which can be connected, broadly spetiking, 
with the notion of food supply. In their precision and detail, these 
reliefs are the high point of achievement in this respect in ancient 
Egypt. But they also disclose the special intensity of interest—^limited 
in scope as always—of the Egyptians of this early era as they con¬ 
fronted nature. 

The relief fragments from the Weltkanuner of Neuserre are con¬ 
nected to the cycle represented by the three seasons of the Egyptian 
year; Inundation, Winter, and Sununer. The thematic framework of 
the reliefs is the concept of representing all the characteristic events 
that occur in each of the seasons: the growth of plants, the reproduc¬ 
tion of animals, the movements of migratory birds and fish in the 
Nile, and the seasonal occupations of humctnkind. These long rows of 
horizontal registers arranged one above the other are all preceded by 
the personification of the season they illustrate. Among these events, 
for example, is the migration of the mugil-fish (mullet), which 
swim upstream from the Mediterranean to Aswan in the spring 
and back downstream to the delta in the fall. In his masterful treat¬ 
ment of the fragments, Elmar Edel was able to restore what is pre¬ 
served of the inscription accompan)dng the autumn migration: 
"Departure of the fufont-mugil and ttie Ab?-mugil from the nomes of 
Upper Egypt, swimming northward to eat the sl-plants in the waters 
of the delta."^ The entire composition has the unmistakably didactic 
character of a comprehensive codification of the knowledge that the 
Egyptians had acquired over the course of centuries (millennia?) 
regarding the seasonal events in their natural environment. 

What is this textbook of natmal history doing in a sanctuary? In 
addition to the primary reference to the provisioning of humankind 
and the secondary reference to the three seasons of the Eg5q>tian year, 
there is another, fundamental semantic framework of reference: the 
sun god. It is he to whom the personifications of the seasons offer all 
the provisions they have to contribute in this cycle of representations. 
It is the sun god who is lord of seasons and provisions, and it is his 
creative will that brings forth all the growth and reproduction. This 
clearly emerges from one of the inscriptions reconstructed by Edel, 
the caption of a scene depicting pelicans: 

When the night sim spends the night in the temple domains, 
mating is not permitted. 

When the sky opens, 

the way is dear for the will to create, 

and he reigns again over all phalli and vulvae.^ 
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This passage clearly states what all these scenes are about: the mani¬ 
festations of the divine creative will that gives rise to the seasons and 
all that comes into being during them. The Egyptian word for this cre¬ 
ative will, hw, means "will/' and also "word" and "abundance." 

Sanctuaries were erected to the sun god in later periods, but they 
no longer included representations of this type. Instead, correspon¬ 
ding theological considerations regarding the world of nature are to 
be found in literature. The relationship between the creative will of 
the sun god and the provisioning of humankind underlies a section of 
the Instruction for Merikare, which is probably a text of the Middle 
Kingdom (ca. 1800 b.c.e., but perhaps already ca. 2100 b.c.e.): 

Well provided for is humankind, the cattle of the god. 

It was for them that he created heaven and earth; 

he repelled the greed of the waters 

and created air so that their noses would live. 

They are his images, which have come forth from his body. 

It is for them that he rises in the sky, 
for them he makes plants and animals, 
birds and fish, that they might eat, 

he slaughtered his enemies and took action against his own children, 
for they plotted rebellion. 

It was for their sake that he made light, 
and to see them, he sails [in the sky]. 

He erected a chapel behind them, 
when they weep, he hears. 

He made rulers in the egg for them 

and overseers to strengthen the back of the weak. 

And he made magic for them as weapons 
to ward off the blow of events, 
guarding them night and day. 

He slew the refractory of heart among them, 
as a man smites his son for the sake of his brother. 

The god knows every name.^ 

We treat this important text in chapter 8.3. Here, we confine ourselves 
to the one point that connects it with the representations in the Old 
Kingdom Weltkammer: the solicitous, human orientation of the divine 
creative will, which expresses itself not only in the course of the sun, 
but also in the inexhaustible creation of nourishment on earth. 

Another text, which is perhaps somewhat later (it is first attested 
ca. 1600 B.C.E.), a hymn to the Theban Amun revered as sun god and 
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equated with Re, can be compared to the Old Kingdom Weltkammer 
reliefs in the loving detail of its portrayal of life as it is daily created 
and maintained by the sun god: 

You are the sole one, who has created all that is, 

the single sole one who created what exists; 

from whose eyes humankind came forth, 

from whose pronoimcement the gods came into existence. 

Creator of the fodder on which cattle live, and the tree of life for 
people. 

He who creates what the fish in the river live on 
and the birds who populate the sky. 

He who gives breath to the one in the egg 

and sustains the young of the serpents, 

who creates what gnats live on, 

and worms and fleas as well, 

who provides for the mice in their holes, 

and sustains the beetles in every piece of wood. 

Greetings, you who accomplish aU this, 

the single sole one with many arms, 

who spends the night awake while aU the world sleeps, 

to seek what is beneficial to his flock!® 

The description of nature in this lyric hymn to the sxm is characteri2ed 
by the same serene and pastoral spirit as the reliefs of the Old Kingdom, 
which maintain the effectiveness of this great god down to the minutest 
detail. From a literary point of view, the famous Great Hymn of the 
heretic Akhenaten represents the acme of this tradition. Admittedly, one 
hesitates to adduce a supposedly heretical text as evidence for a tradi¬ 
tion that had stretched longer than one thousand years, from the middle 
of the third millennium b.c.e. down to the Amama Period (ca. 1350 
B.C.E.). It can be shown, however, that the revolutionary coup entailed in 
the religion of Amama was directed only at the cultic and mythic 
dimensions of the divine realm. It treated the cosmic dimension as an 
absolute, and its theology placed the world of nature at center stage. 

Akhenaten's Great Hymn to the Aten—which we need not quote at 
length here, because it is available in many reliable and accessible 
translations—supplies perhaps the best indication of the object of the 
Egyptians' interest in nature. It was not concerned with discovering 
hidden causes and interrelationships, but rather with explaining the 
phenomena by means of the all-encompassing potency of the sun god, 
which it tracks down in the most obscure of details. The inquiry does 
not proceed from individual phenomena to their context, but rather 
from the context—solar theology—to the phenomena. The world is 
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not explained, but rather "read," that is, an interpretation is offered of 
how divine creative power manifests itself in the world: in the myste¬ 
rious existence of the embryo in the womb, for instance, or of the chick 
in the egg, which can be heard peeping while it is still in its shell and 
can non about as soon as it leaves it—^but also in larger things, such as 
the variety of races and languages, and in the utilitarian provision of 
rain, a "Nile in the sky," to sustain those peoples who do not have a 
share in the terrestrial Nile. If something is "explained" here, it is not 
nature, but rather the deity who makes himself manifest in it. 

The significance of this text from Amama lies not only in the poetic 
warmth and vividness of its depiction of nature, but also in the fact 
that it takes a further step and formulates the theological importance 
of the phenomena it depicts, as we see in the following verses: 

You created a million forms out of yourself, the sole one, 

cities and towns, 

fields, roadway, and water.^ 

Here, the world that the god not only touches and illuminates with his 
rays, but brings forth, is conceived not just as nature, as a "biosphere," 
as otherwise in this tradition, but as space that his light makes capable 
of habitation, development, and use by humankind. The biosphere is 
included in these million forms, as the lines just cited make clear. A 
related formulation in another hymn from Amama states explicitly 

You have made the sky on high so as to ascend to it, 
to see everything you create, O sole one, 
while millions of lives are in you, to sustain them, 
for the sight of your rays is the breath of life for noses.^ 

Light has the power to form and give life; it creates forms and 
breathes life into them. In the Great Hymn, moreover, the seasons are 
also explicitly identified as creations of the sun god: 

Your rays nourish all the fields; 

when you rise, they live and grow for your sake. 

You create the seasons to allow all your creatures to develop, 

winter to cool them, 

summer, that they might feel you.® 

Nothing testifies more impressively to the actual direction and depth 
of this interpretation of reality than the fact that it not only includes the 
visible world as a creation of light, but also time as something created 
by the movement of the sun god. Here, too, the antecedents stretch far 
back; in a magical text from the Middle Kingdom (ca. i8oo b.c.e.), the 
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sun god says of himself, "I am the one who separates the years and 
creates the seasons."’ We are thus probably not mistaken if we view 
the Old Kingdom as the origin of this theology of nature and under¬ 
stand the latter as the verbal articulation of the pioint of view whose 
visual expression we encoimter in the reliefs of the Weltkammer. 

The Great H)min uses a term we have rendered "forms" for tiiat 
which the srm god creates with his rays and his movement. The actual 
Egyptian term, kheperu, is derived from the verb kheper, "to come into 
being," so that it can mean "coming into being," "becoming," that is, 
self-development or self-unfolding in time. When the text interprets all 
of the million-faceted reality as a self-unfolding of the sim god in the 
time created by his movement, it is a theological position that stands or 
falls with the monotheism of this revolutionary episode. We deal with 
this problem, which is theological in tire narrower sense of the term, in 
detail later. But the basic concept that the sim god brings forth a created 
world for the sake of humankind through his light and his movement 
was evidently the underlying principle of the interpretation of the 
world in solar theology from its very beginning. This created world, in 
and on which humankind lives, constantly emerges hx)m the sim god 
in the sense of his kheperu. Hence, it is clear why the Egyptian form of 
concern with nature, with the production, codification, and transmis¬ 
sion of a knowledge of nature, had its locus in the cult of the sun. In the 
last analysis, it was a matter of the kheperu of the sun god. 

There is a group of formulae in which we can discern unequivo¬ 
cally the central importance that the kheperu of the sun god possessed 
in Dynasty i8: the throne names of the Egyptian kings. These names, 
which the kings assumed at their coronation, traditionally contained 
a statement about the sun god Re and thus represented a sort of motto 
according to which the king could act and which was supposed to 
secure the blessing of the sun god on his reign. Unlike all previous 
d)masties, the throne names of the kings of Dynasty i8 were almost 
exclusively formed with the component kheper, or kheperu^^: 


3. Aakheperkare 

"Great Is the Development 
of the Ka of Re" 

Tuthmosis I 

4. Aakheperenre 

"Great Is the Development 
of Re" 

Tuthmosis 11 

5. Menkheperre 

"Constant Is the Develop¬ 
ment of Re" 

Tuthmosis III 

6. Aakheprure 

"Great Are the Developments 
of Re" 

Amenophis II 

7. Menkheprure 

"Constant Are the Develop¬ 
ments of Re" 

Tuthmosis IV 

9. Neferkheprure 

"Beautiful Are the Develop- 

Amenophis IV 


ments of Re" 
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10. Ankhkheprure "Alive with Developments Smenkhkare 

Is Re" 

11. Nebkheprure "Lord of Developments Is Re" Tutankhamun 

12. Kheperkheprure "Developing in Developments Ay 

Is Re" 

13. Djeserkheprure "Holy of Developments Is Re" Haremhab 

This uniformity is itself quite striking, and even more so the 
decided preference for the term kheper. In light of our considerations 
up to this point, we should see in it a strong and unequivocal dec¬ 
laration of belief in visible reality, in the world of nature as the sun 
god's creation, in which he develops into a million-faceted pleni¬ 
tude through the power of his life-creating rays and his time-creating 
movement. This world is extolled as "great," "constant," and 
"beautiful"—^nothing could better suit the theology of this period. 
Dynasty 18 was the golden age of natural religion, of the cosmic 
dimension of divine presence, which was, in a radical fashion, made 
into an absolute in the Amama Period. To conclude this excursus on 
the term kheperu, we may again recall the hymn to Osiris, in whose 
opening Lines I perceived something of an Egyptian formulation of 
the three dimensions of presence, and which also stems from 
Dynasty 18. There, we read 

Greetings, Osiris, lord of everlastingness, 

king of the gods, with many names, 

with holy kheperu and mysterious images in the temples. 

Here, along with the verbal (names) and the local-cultic (images) 
dimensions, is the cosmic dimension, the "mysterious" and not directly 
perceptible "unfolding" of the god in time, which can only be inferred 
by a penetrating interpretation of the reality of nature. 

3.2.2. COSMOGRAPHY OF INVISIBLE REALITY 

The theme of the reliefs in the Weltkammer of the sun temple of 
Neuserre is the world illuminated by sunlight and the ordered 
expressions of life in the course of the tripartite seasonal rhythms of 
nature, which is moved by divine creative will. A thousand years 
later, in the royal tombs of the New Kingdom, descriptions of the cos¬ 
mos appear that do not relate to the visible upper world summoned 
by the sunlight but to the netherworldly sphere traversed by the sun 
god. One of these cosmographies of the netherworld, the Book of 
Nut, is an astronomical representation with descriptive excurses on 
individual phenomena. It contains the Egyptian theory of migratory 
birds, which recalls in many ways the texts that accompany the 
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reliefs in the Weltkammer and sheds a highly characteristic light on 
the Egyptian style of contemplating nature. Referring to the northern 
sky, the text states 

Compact darkness, the cool water region (kbhw) of the gods, 
the place from which the birds come. 

They are on her (the sky goddess Nut's) northwest side to her north¬ 
east side, 

they open onto the netherworld, which is on her northern side.^^ 

The representation displays two ovals in this outer zone of the sky, 
which the rays of the sim cannot reach. In one of these are three young 
birds. The caption describes the ovals as "nests that are in the cool 
water region."^^ Then, regarding the birds 

The faces of these birds are like those of people, 
but their form is that of birds. 

They speak to one another with human speech. 

But as soon as they come to eat plants and nourish themselves in Egypt, 
they alight under the brightness of the sky and take on their bird form.^^ 

Thus, we have here a theory of migratory birds. The Egyptians knew 
that these were not native to Egypt, but rather came from the north at 
specific times of the year. But they conceived of this "north" as a region 
of the sky, not of the earth, ^yond the Egyptian horizon, there 
stretched no other lands or seas; rather, the sky approached the earth 
and opened onto the netherworld. If the birds came from there, as 
could be observed annually, then they did not inhabit this other¬ 
worldly northern region as birds, but as otherworldly creatures who 
transformed into birds only on penetrating into the Egyptian realm, 
where the sun god shines. Their otherworldly form coincides with that 
of the ba, the "soul," which had the form of a bird. This must not mean 
that the migratory birds were viewed as reincarnations of the souls of 
the dead. The other regions of the cosmos were also inhabited by bus, 
which are evidently not to be understood as those of the deceased, but 
rather inhabitants of otherworldly realms that communicated with 
this world, like that of the distant north. In the east dwelled the "bas of 
the east," whom another cosmographic text describes as follows: 

The baboons who announce Re, 

when this great god is bom 

in the sixth hour in the netherworld. 

They appear for him only after they have taken on their form, 

while they are on both sides of this god 

and appear for him until he goes down in the sky. 
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dancing for him and leaping for him, 

singing for him, making music for him, making a joyful din for him. 

When this great god appears before the eyes of the people, 
they hear the joyful words of xvetjenet. 

It is they who announce Re in the sky and on the earth.'* 

The apes who were at home far to the southeast of Egypt, and who 
could be observed setting up a cry at dawn, thus also counted as oth¬ 
erworldly creatures who assumed their familiar form only at day¬ 
break cind inhabited a region that opened on the sky cind the 
netherworld. The same was also true of the "western bas "—they had 
the form of jackals, cind they received the sun in the west and towed 
it through the netherworld. 

These concepts have the same structure we encountered in the 
Egyptian theory regarding the sources of the Nile. From the Egyptian 
point of view, the Nile did not come from terrestrial regions some¬ 
where to the south of Egypt, but rather from the netherworld, and it 
communicated in some mysterious manner with Nun, the "primeval 
water" surrounding the cosmos that had emerged from it. Nun was 
to be found in this world as well, under many guises. He could be 
foimd in the water table; rain was connected with him; and it was 
even said that people were immersed in Nun in their sleep: 

We live anew (at dawn), 
after we entered Nun, 

and he rejuvenated us as one who is young for the first time, 
the old man being shed 
and a new one donned.'® 

To the Egyptians, natiure was curiously open in directions that set it 
apart from our concept of nature, in the direction of cultiure—follow¬ 
ing from the principle of the "social interpretation of nature," which 
we shall not go into here—and in the direction of the supematiural. To 
them, nature was "super-natural" in a way that fundamentally pre¬ 
vented a concept of nature. The sun was a god: his movement, his ris¬ 
ing and setting, were interpreted as action ^at sprang from a will. The 
Nile was also a god whose acts were deliberate when his floodwaters 
crested and fell. The Egyptians did not experience the divine in nature 
in inexplicable, exceptional cases like rainbows, earthquakes, solar and 
lunar eclipses and the like, but in the regularity of diurnal and annual 
cyclical processes. Nature was not something distinct from the gods, 
something they created, over which they exerted influence, of which 
they had charge. Although statements to this effect abound, inextrica¬ 
bly connected with them, and sometimes in the very same texts, we 
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find the concept that deities were themselves these natural elements 
and phenomena. The Egyptians did not view their gods and god¬ 
desses as beyond nature, but rather in nature and tiius as nature. The 
deities were "natural"—^that is, cosmic—^to the same extent that nature 
or the cosmos was divine. 

Egyptians took an interest in nature because and in so far as they 
lived by it and were dependent on it. Crops and livestock constituted 
the subsistence of Egyptian society. We can ecisily imagine the central 
importance they attached to phenomena such as light, warmth, the 
Nile inundation, ti\e cycle of vegetation, and the fecundity of soil and 
cattle. Their efforts had to be aimed at turning scarcity into abxmdance 
on the basis of the possibilities allowed by nature. Even today, little 
has changed in that regard; only the means of optimizing subsistence 
from nature have imdergone radical change. In ancient times, the 
means were first and foremost not technological, but religious. The 
abundance for which the Egyptians strove was celebrated in the cult 
so as to achieve it in reality. Cutting back the offerings in the most 
minor provincial temple would result in famine throughout the land. 
The Egyptians interpreted their dependence on the life-giving, benef¬ 
icent powers of their natural environment along religious lines as a 
dependence on deities who had continually to be "satisfied." Nature 
was the manifest end of a chain of interactions that related the deities 
to one anotiter and whose network constituted the divine realm. It 
was here that cult intervened, to support these life-giving beneficent 
powers with hymns and gifts. 

The cult, and more specifically, the cult of the sun, was thus the 
home of Egyptian cosmography, of descriptions of the cosmos that 
were related to this world in the fragments from the Weltkammer of 
the Old Kingdom sun temple and to the next world—and almost 
exclusively to the netherworld—^in the royal tombs of the New 
Kingdom. The latter compositions are known to scholars as the Books 
of the Netherworld, and they have been most often interpreted as 
royal mortuary texts or "guides to the netherworld" because they 
were recorded in royal tombs. In reality, however, they are codifica¬ 
tions of cosmological knowledge that belonged to the solar cult and 
constituted the basis of its successful practice. The sun cult is to be 
understood as a laudatory, supportive counterpart to the course of the 
sun, accompanying it with hourly offerings and recitations. 

A major part of the Egyptians' astronomical knowledge served 
specifically to measure time, especially the Itmar monfii, whose 
beginning rested on observation, not calculation, as well as the hours, 
whose length varied—^for day and night, from sunrise to sunset and 
sunset to svmrise, were always each divided into twelve segments of 
equal length. Above all, however, this knowledge was related to the 
course of the sun, which was conceived of as a journey through the 
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sky and the netherworld and described down to the last detail. The 
oldest and most widely used Book of the Netherworld enumerates 
the 900 deities and beings who come nightly into contact with the sun 
god, precisely specifies the length of each of the distances he covers in 
one hour (e.g., 745 miles), and cites verbatim the words he exchanges 
with those in the netherworld. All this elaborate store of knowledge, 
so oddly compounded of observations, speculations, and mythologi¬ 
cal interpretations, had a cultic function. The priest of the sun had to 
know its course to be able to accompany it in the cult and thereby 
keep it in motion, and it was this knowledge that authorized him to 
make these collaborative interventions in the cosmic process. We are 
clearly informed of this by a text that sets down the role of the king as 
solar priest in the same descriptive manner that characterizes the cos- 
mographical literature. Knowledge stands at its center: 

The king knows the mysterious words 

that the eastern bas speak 

when they make loud praise for Re 

at his rising, his appearance in Light-land; 

when the doors are opened for him, 

the gates of the eastern Light-land, 

so that he might travel on the roads of the sky. 

He knows their forms and their embodiments, 
and their home in God's-Land. 

He knows the place where they stand, 
when Re begins his journey 
He knows the words that the two crews speak 
when they tow the barque of the Celestial One. 

He knows the birthings of Re 
and his self-generation in the waters. 

He knows that mysterious gateway from which the great god emerges. 

He knows the one in the morning barque 
and the great image in the evening barque. 

He knows your landing place in Light-land 
and your course in the sky goddess.^^ 

Whence does the king—or the priest who represents him in the cult— 
derive this knowledge? From a literature that describes its own func¬ 
tion thus (I cite here the title of the Amduat): 

Knowing the bas of the netherworld, 
knowing the mysterious bas, 

knowing the gates and the roads the great god travels. 
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knowing what is done, 

knowing what is in the hours and their gods, 

knowing the course of the hours and their gods, 

knowing their "transfigurations" for Re, 

knowing what he cries out to them, 

knowing the flourishing ones and the annihilated ones.'^ 

What use does the king make of this knowledge? The Amduat is 
explicit regarding this as well. Repeatedly, at each stage of the knowl¬ 
edge displayed in this manual of the netherworldly route of the sun, 
its use is stressed: 

He who knows it goes forth in the daytime .. 

He who knows it descends into the realm of the dead .. 

He who knows them is a well-provided aWi-soul^ 

He who knows this text approaches those in the netherworld .. 

He who knows them can pass by them“ 

And so forth. These remarks can be summarized in the form of the 
following basic concepts: 

1. Knowledge of the circumstances of the beings in the next world 
conveys the possibility of sharing in their living conditions. Thus, 
he who "knows their thrones in the west" becomes one who 
"assumes his thrones in the netherworld"^; he who knows those 
who are provided with clothing "is one who has clothing in the 
earth"^^; he who knows the ones provided with offerings 
"belongs to the food offerings in the netherworld, he is satisfied 
with the offerings of the gods in the following of Osiris"^—most 
of the remarks are of this type. He who knows those in the 
netherworld belongs to them and shares in their living conditions 
as if he were one of them. 

2. Knowledge of the dangers that threaten in the next life serves to 
protect against them. "He who does not know it cannot repel the 
demon Wildface."“ 

3. Knowledge of the netherworld permits unhindered freedom of 
movement in this space. "He who knows them by their names 
passes through the netherworld to its end."^^ 

The concluding remark summarizes the aim of the entire book: 

He who knows these mysterious representations 
is a well-provided akh. 

He ever exits and enters the netherworld 
and ever speaks to the living.^® 
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This is not, however, priestly knowledge, but rather knowledge that, as 
the Egyptians conceived it, ^e dead had to have at their disposal if they 
were to overcome the dangers of the transition to the next life and be 
admitted as members in full standing in the community of the nether- 
worldly. Remarks to this effect are common in the mortuary literature: 

He who knows this spell 

will be like the sun god in the east, 

like Osiris within the netherworld. 

He will enter the circle of fire, 

and no flame will ever stand in his way.® 

He who knows this spell 
will enter to them, 

being a holy god in the following of Thoth. 

He will enter any sky he wishes to enter. 

But he who does not know this spell on any way that is to be passed, 

will be struck by a deadly blow 

that is determined (for him) as one who does not exist, 

who receives no mmt, forever.* 

Knowledge "socialized" the deceased in a realm that was con¬ 
ceived of as a community. It identified him to those in the afterlife 
as one of them and lent him power over demons who could be dan¬ 
gerous to him. Knowledge of the netherworld conferred a nether- 
worldly identity on him as a "holy god in the following of Thoth," 
the god who was the guide of souls and the learned one, the quin¬ 
tessential knowing one. JCnowledge of the sim's course also con¬ 
ferred a netherworldly identity: "He who knows it is a ba of the has 
with Re."^^ 

It is thus no surprise that until now, the "science" in the Books of 
the Netherworld of the Amduat type has been understood as exclu¬ 
sively royal mortuary literature. Although the form of the learned 
descriptions is wholly different from that of the mortuary texts, which 
are literature meant to be recited, the function of knowledge, the 
knowledge of the cognitive content of these texts, is apparently 
exactly the same as in the mortuary literature. And considering the 
context of the placement of these Books of the Netherworld in the 
royal tombs of the New Kingdom, it cannot be denied that as mortu¬ 
ary literature and as a sort of parting gift to these kings, they fulfilled 
aims similar to copies of the Book of the Dead that were placed in the 
tombs of the ordinary dead to provide them with the knowledge they 
needed. And yet, the text regarding the knowledge of the sun priest 
leaves no doubt that precisely the same knowledge that is recorded in 
the Amduat played a role in the cult of the sim. The same store of 
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knowledge served both to authorize the sun priest and to equip the 
deceased king for the afterlife. How is this double function to be 
explained? 

With regard to the importance of knowledge, cult and mortuary 
beliefs had a common basis. This common denominator lay in what 
can be designated with the help of the concepts "identification" and 
"participation." Just as knowledge of the netherworld qualified the 
deceased to associate with its occupants as one of them, so the cos- 
mographic knowledge of the priest qualified him to approach the sun 
god as a member of the latter's social sphere in the divine realm. 
Knowing the words and actions of the "eastern bas," he becomes one 
of them, as it were, and faces the sun god as a baboon; 

I have sung hymns to the sun god, 

I have mingled with the solar apes, 

I am one of them.^^ 

As we have already seen in our treatment of the cultic dimension of 
divine presence—and we shall return to it again in connection with 
the mythic dimension—cult is to be understood as commxinication 
and interaction purely on the level of the divine realm. The priest 
enters into the social constellations of the world of the gods to associ¬ 
ate with the divine.^^ In the case of the solar cult, it is said that he takes 
his place in the barque of the sim god, in his immediate celestial and 
netherworldly vicinity. His knowledge authorizes him to do this. 
Knowledge socializes the priest in the divine realm and includes him 
in cosmic processes so that he can favorably influence them as 

Harakhty's assistant, who smites the enemies of the sun with the 
intensity of his words, 

who causes that the barque proceed in peace.^ 


3 . 3 . Natura Loquitur 

What has been shown here in the case of the solar cult can probably, 
mutatis mutandis, be generalized to the attitude of the Egyptians 
toward nature and the cosmos as a whole. They viewed nature and 
cosmos—it is not advisable to make a distinction between the two— 
as an active network of beneficent, malevolent, and ambivalent forces 
in which deities were at work, both with and against one another. The 
function of cult was to support the beneficent and avert the harmful, 
thus intervening in this network of actions. Underlying the cult was a 
concept of the world that we might call "dramatic," and this in two 
respects: because the world consists of acts, the work of a deity in 
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action occurs in everything that happens, and humankind, in the per¬ 
son of the king, participates actively in this dramatic reality; but dra¬ 
matic also in the sense that because reality is continually at play, the 
result of a success must always be repeated and can in no way be 
understood in and of itself. Given the prospect of a "virtual apoca¬ 
lypse" that proceeds from the ever-present possibility of a standstill, 
a catastrophe, every sunrise is an event to be greeted with rejoicing: 

The earth becomes bright. Re shines over his land, 
he has triumphed over his enemies!^ 

This dramatic view of reality not only takes the possibility of catas¬ 
trophe into account, it also deliberately uses it so as to avert catastro¬ 
phe or—^in magic—to put pressure on the gods. Thus, in a spell to 
heal serpent and scorpion bites, a physician (as priests of the god¬ 
desses Sahkmet, all physicians were also magicians) threatens, for 
example, to cause the sun barque to "run aground on the sandbank of 
Apophis" and describes the results of such a standstill; 

The sun barque stemds still and fares no further. 

The sun is still where it was yesterday, 
food is shipless, the temples blocked, 
sickness there will turn disruption back 
to where it was yesterday. 

The demon of darkness roams about, time is not divided, 
the figures of shadows cem no longer be observed. 

Springs are blocked, plants wither, 
life is taken from the living, 
until Horns recovers for his mother Isis 
and my patient also recovers.^ 


By means of such recitations, the patient and his illness became 
involved in the cosmic drama, just as cultic recitations involved cultic 
acts in the network of cosmic actions. If the patient suffered, nature 
suffered, not automatically, but because of a sympathetic interrelation 
that the magician can establish or construct because he has knowl¬ 
edge of the larger context and is initiated into the network of actions, 
into the drama of reality. The patient is identified with Horus and 
thus inserted into a constellation and a mythic situation in which 
Horus, the embodiment of the helpless child, is bitten by a serpent or 
a scorpion and cured by his mother Isis through her magical power. 
The magician was able to establish this connection and induce the 
gods to intervene by means of the catastrophe he invoked. 

Such texts, recited in connection with magical or cultic dramatiza¬ 
tions, represent nature, drawn into empathy, as a "waste land," as T. S. 


69 



DIMENSIONS OF DIVINE PRESENCE 

Eliot called his poem, which was based on a different mythology but a 
corresponding concept of the world: 

The earth is made waste, 
the sun does not rise, 

the moon does not appear, it no longer exists. 

The ocean sinks, the land spins round, 
the river is no longer navigable. 

The entire world moans and cries, 

gods and goddesses, humans, transfigured ones, and dead, 
small and large cattle cry out loud .. 

This ritual text is concerned with the death of Osiris, which brings the 
life of the cosmos to a standstill. But just as the sorrow of the gods 
makes the world desolate and life dry up, their joy inspires radiance 
and abundance. "Heaven laughs! The earth rejoices," sings the open¬ 
ing chorus of an Easter cantata by J. S. Bach on the theme of the res¬ 
urrection of Christ, thus still displaying some consciousness of a 
dramatic interrelationship that connects God and humankind, cos¬ 
mos and creature. Quite similarly, at a very early date, Egyptian texts 
began to celebrate the resurrection of the king, who has emerged from 
his tomb and ascended to the sky, as a theophany. Here, though, sky 
and earth participate in this event with mixed emotions, for the 
appearance of a new god upsets the balcince of the world: 

The sky speaks, 

the earth trembles, 

the earth god quakes, 

the two divine domains cry out loud.^ 

The sky is cloudy, 
the stars are covered (?), 
the bow-lands quake. 

The bones of the spirits of the earth tremble.^’ 

The face of the sky is washed, 
the Nine Bows are radiant.® 


In the same form, but turned entirely toward the joyful and thus 
contrasting with the "waste land" portraits of the cultic lamentations 
and the magical spell cited above, hymns depict the condition and the 
mood into which the world has been placed by a deity appearing in a 
religious festival; 

The sky is gold, Nvm is lapis lazuli, 

the earth is strewn with turquoise at his rising. 
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The gods look on, their temples are open, 
people fall into astonishment at the sight of him. 

All the trees sway back and forth before him, 
they turn toward his eye, their leaves unfold, 
the fish leap in the water, 

they come from their chaimels out of desire for him. 
All the game animals dance before him, 
the birds beat with their wings. 

They recognize him in his goodly hour, 
they come to life at the sight of him daily.^’ 


Thus is described the sunrise; a similar text from a thousand years 
later describes a festival procession: 

The sky is in festival, 

the earth is malachite, 

the temples are strewn with faience .. 

Texts also describe the death of the king and his ascent to the sky (as 
in the Pyramid Texts cited earlier), or even his ascension to the throne, 
as in this text of Harnesses H: 

The sky trembled, the earth quaked 

when he took possession of the kingship of Re.‘‘^ 

All these were events that were inserted, or could be included, in the 
dramatic context of the process of reality, events that were reflected in 
nature and had an effect on the cosmos. It was this context that pre¬ 
occupied the thoughts, observations, and speculations of the 
Egyptians. It was the object of the store of knowledge that the temples 
accumulated, elaborated, and codified, a knowledge of the world that 
was as much theology as cosmology. What the Egyptians feared and 
strove to avert was not the end of the world, but the collapse of this 
context. They had thus to be learned, knowledgeable, and incessantly 
involved in action. Quite appropriately, Philippe Derchain has 
remarked that this conviction was drawn from an indeterminate feel¬ 
ing that the dramatic global relationship they conceived of, this unity 
of all that existed, would collapse if they stopped thinking of it. As 
Derchain formulates it, in this world that was always of the imagina¬ 
tion, ritual had the function of preserving its integrity.'*^ 

But this is not a matter of a specific cultic and ritual world of con¬ 
ceptions, as we might perhaps assume from the function of the texts 
cited up to this point and the social context of this entire cosmo- 
graphical discourse. It is rather a matter of a more general mentality 
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and picture of the world, as emerges from an entirely different realm 
of discourse: "waste land" laments that refer not to cult and myth, but 
rather to history. Around 2000 b . c . e ., after the collapse of the Old 
Kingdom, the experience of anarchy, confusion, and food shortages 
gave rise to a literature that took the form of rhetorical laments over 
the condition of the land as a chaos, a topsy-turvy world, with its 
social order reversed, everyone at war with everyone else, deeds of 
brutality, impoverishment, and misery Nature played a large role in 
these laments, particularly in the Prophecies of Neferti: 

The sun is covered and does not shine, 

that people might be able to see; 

one cannot live when clouds cover (it).... 

Egypt's river is dry, 

one crosses the water on foot. 

Water becomes riverbank, 
and riverbank becomes water. 

The south wind will contend with the north wind, 
and the sky will be in a single wind storm .. 

Re will separate himself from humankind. 

Though the hour of his rising will still exist, 
one will no longer know when it is noon, 
for no shadow will any longer be distinguished, 
no face that sees [him] will any longer be dazzled.^ 


Deprived of its gods, who have withdrawn from it, nature will con¬ 
tinue, but humankind will be obliged to survive in a world that has lost 
its cohesion, and thus its luster and its order. In the Egyptians' experi¬ 
ence of reality, the collapse of kingship triggered the same crisis as that 
evoked by the magician when his patient was bitten by a serpent and 
that represented by cult in the cycle of the annual festivals. 
Astonishingly enough, we again encounter this very mentality and con¬ 
cept of the world, and in part even the same formulations and images— 
though in other languages—more than two thousand years later. The 
Potter's Oracle, which has come down to us in Greek, laments 

The Nile will be low, the earth unfruitful; 

the sun will be darkened, 

because it will not wish to see the disaster occurring in Egypt. 

The winds will bring misery on the earth.^^ 

The most impressive portrait of nature deprived of the gods and 
uninhabitable by humankind is found in the Hermetic tractate 
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Asclepius, which was the starting point of our discussion of the cultic 
dimension. This text is also an apocalyptic prophecy. We may recall 
the context, which had to do with the reality of images, of cult images 
as deities dwelling on earth, and cult as a reproduction of celestial 
events. Then, the apocalyptic vision ends in a future in which this har¬ 
mony of heaven and earth, of divine creative power and human piety, 
will fall apart. The gods will withdraw to heaven and terminate their 
cultic presence. The cosmos (mundus) will no longer be an object of 
wonder and prayer. When the gods effect their "painful separation" 
(dolenda secessio) from humankind, 

The earth will shake, and the seas will be unnavigable, 

the sky will no longer be crossed by stars, 

the stars will forsake their courses, 

every divine voice will be silent, forced into silence. 

The fruits of the earth will be spoiled and the soil no longer fruitful, 
and even the air will hang heavy and close.^ 

This is not a description of the aftermath of a nuclear war, but rather 
of a "disenchantment of the world" that seemed to loom on the hori¬ 
zon in the third and fourth centuries C.E., during the controversies 
between Gnostic, Jewish, and Christian movements. The typically 
Egyptian association of cult and natural religion is nowhere made as 
explicit as in this text. Human piety was directed equally toward cult 
statues and nature, that "inimitable work of God, that glorious con¬ 
struction ... instrument of divine will," and the deities' "installation" 
on earth occurred in both cult statues and nature, where "everything 
in the visible world that is worthy of worship, praise, and love is 
united in One." From the end of the Old Kingdom to the end of antiq¬ 
uity, the theme of all these laments was the unholy condition of a 
world that humankind had rendered uninhabitable by offending 
against the harmony of a socially conceived reality, by contravening 
the principle of solidarity. The principle of plenitude that made the 
world a flourishing paradise was Moat, the "Right." Its opposite dev¬ 
astated the world, because the gods renoimced their dwelling, not 
only in the temples of the local dimension, but also in the life-giving 
powers of nature in the cosmic dimension. 


5 . 4 . Cosmos and Time 

Our consideration of the Egyptian concept of "cosmos as drama" has 
already made it clear that the Eg)q)tians did not conceive of reality as 
primarily spatial and material, but as temporal and performative, as a 
living process that was represented most impressively in the course of 
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the sun. Cosmological thought and concepts centered on the sun's 
course were thus expressed principally in temporal terms. The 
Egyptians had no concept of "space" in the sense of a primary category 
of cosmic totality, but rather one of "time." In a t5rpically Egyptian man¬ 
ner, this was a double concept, expressed by two words. The Egyptians 
had a penchant for expressing totalities as a union of pairs. Egypt itself 
was called the "Two Lands," "South and North," and the "Two Banks." 
The concept of the entire land as a political totality was expressed as the 
"Uniting of the Two Lands." Analogously, the fullness of time as a cos¬ 
mic totality was expressed by a pair of words, neheh {nhh) and djet (dt). 

The meaning of this disjunctive concept of time and its two compo¬ 
nents cannot be translated by any pair of words in Western languages. 
The Egyptian terms in no way correspond to our "time" and "eternity"; 
this distinction derived from Greek ontology (eternity as the punctually 
concentrated presence of being, which unfolds in time as the process of 
becoming) was not only foreign to Egyptian thougjit, but even contrary 
to it. Neheh and djet both have properties of our "time," as well as of our 
"eternity," and as a practical matter, either can sometimes be translated 
as "time" and sometimes as "eternity." The terms refer to the totality (as 
such, sacred and in a sense transcendent and thus "eternal") of cosmic 
time. To clarify this concept of time and its religious implications or 
semantic range, we must heed an important distinction. We are so accus¬ 
tomed to the notion of infinity that we think of "totality" as finite and 
bounded. The Egyptians, however, viewed "totality" as the opposite of 
finite and bounded. To them, the boundaries of totality were not con¬ 
trasted with the unbounded, but with the "whole," with "plenitude." 

In chapter 17 of the Book of the Dead, a compendium of Egyptian 
mortuary beliefs in the form of a series of questiorrs and answers (an 
initiate's examination?), the expression "all being" is explained as 
"neheh and djet." What this means is that neheh and djet designate 
the compreherrsive and absolute horizon of totality. They refer to the 
temporal totality of the cosmos, but it was in this way that the concept 
of "cosmos" or "being," that is, of reality, was comprehensible to 
Egyptian thought and capable of articulation. This totalization of 
being on the temporal level is so foreign to us that some scholars have 
proposed that djet and neheh mean "space" and "time." This is not 
correct, however; both are unequivocally temporal concepts, and in 
Egyptian thought, they represented the whole of reality. 

It should thus not be surprising that we have no equivalent for this 
pair in our own languages or in our own concept of time. Our 
dichotomy of time and eternity is based on Greek ontology and 
Christian dogmatics, and our concept of time rests on the system of 
tenses in Western languages, which express the notions of past, present, 
and future. Instead of these three temporal divisions, the Afroasiatic 
family of languages has two divisior\s, which are called "aspects," and 
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therein lies the path to the meaning of neheh and djet. Naturally enough, 
these terms can be brought into associative connections wi^ various 
modem words, but they cannot really be translated. That would require 
a linguistic treatise, which we shall spare ourselves here. The closest we 
can come is a pair of concepte such as ''change" and "completion/per¬ 
fection," somewhat in the sense of Rilke's sonnet to Orpheus: 

Even though the world keeps changing 
quickly as cloud-shapes, 
all things perfected fall 
home to the age-old. 

In Egyptian, "change" was kheper, and "completedness" was tern. 
Both concepts were embodied in the gods Khepri (the "becoming 
one") and Atum (the "completed one"), who were combined into a 
dual god at an early date and who stood, in the theology of the course 
of the sim, for the morning sun (Khepri) and the evening sim (Atum). 
The two were identified with the temporal concepts neheh (change) 
and djet (completedness). Entry into the plenitude of cosmic time was 
thus wished for the deceased with the words 

You unite with neheh-iime 
when it rises as the morning sun, 
and with djet-iime 
when it sets as the evening sun.*’ 

We can also illustrate the Egyptian disjunction of time with the 
help of the concepts "come" and "remain." It is often said of neheh- 
time that it "comes": it is time as an incessantly pulsating stream of 
days, months, seasons, and years. Djet-time, however, "remains," 
"lasts," and "endures." It is the time in which we distinguish the com¬ 
pleted, that which has been effected in the stream of neheh-time, 
which has matured into completion and has changed into a different 
form of time that wUl undergo no further change or motion. 

The concept neheh can still best be connected with our everyday 
notion of time. For us, time is less something that comes than some¬ 
thing that goes by, but in any case in motion. It is difficult to conceive 
of djet-time, and this is probably why it has often been explained as 
"space." Thus, any attempt to clarify this category for the modem 
reader requires effort that could easily imply that the ancient 
Egyptians concerned themselves with forming subtle scholastic con¬ 
cepts. There can, however, be no question of this. The natural evidence 
for djet-time, which is so entirely lacking to our way of thinking, was 
there in abundance for the ancient Egyptians. To them, it was anchored 
in the world of experience and concepts in at least three ways: in their 
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language, in the mortuary cult, and in the figure of the god Osiris. 
Thus, for example, nothing seems more "natural" to us than the con¬ 
cept of the past. An important component of the "evidence" for the 
past lies in the fact that it has a reality as a category in the tense sys¬ 
tems of ovir languages. Originally, at least—there were profoimd 
changes in the second millennium b.c.e. —the Egyptian verbal system 
knew no past, but rather a category 1 prefer to call "resultativity." 
"Resultativity" refers to the self-contained nature or completion of an 
action or occurrence—in this, it corresponds to our "perfect"—but also 
to the continuation of the resulting condition in the present. This lin¬ 
guistic category corresponds exactly to and is the grammatical basis 
for what djet signifies on the conceptual level: the enduring continua¬ 
tion of that which, acting and changing, has been completed in time. 

This correlation of grammar and concept construction would be left 
dangling in the air, of course, if we were unable to point to a grammat¬ 
ical counterpart to the concept of neheh, or better put, if the conceptual 
distinction as such could not be discovered in the verbal system of the 
language. The complete table of correlations looks like this: 


Concept 


Temporal 

categories 


Djet 

"continuation of 
the completed" 

Resultativity 
"continuation of 
the result of com¬ 
pleted actions or 
occurrences" 


Neheh 

"change" and "occur¬ 
rence" 

Virtuality 

"occurrence in and of 
itself" 


Underl5dng perfectivity imperfectivity 

aspectual 
opposition 


In the framework of a study of Egyptian religion, this explanation will 
have to suffice. It can illustrate the interrelationships to which this 
proposal refers, though it is not enough to substantiate the thesis 
itself. The latter lies rather in the area of "language, thought, and con¬ 
cept formation in the ancient Near East," to cite the title of a mono¬ 
graph by the Assyriologist Wolfram von Soden. But what my 
proposal maintains is that the dichotomy of the concepts of time so 
characteristic of Egyptian thought was correlated with the aspectual 
system of the Egyptian language, and thus that a sort of natural evi¬ 
dence for it existed in the minds of the speakers of this language. 

Resultativity is not just a grammatical category, but also an attitude, 
toward the world in general and toward time in particular. Such an 
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attitude, though aimed in a different direction, has been described by 
Mircea Eliade in his book Cosmos and History, and in many other works 
as well, as an aversion to history and contingency, a striving to tran¬ 
scend "profane" time through repeated integration into the "sacred" 
time of ever-recurring origins. According to Eliade, this is the concept 
of time in mythic thought, and as such, it is part of the heritage of all 
humankind. From the narrower but perhaps more precise perspective 
of the Egyptologist, we can say that this is not "the," but rather "an" 
Egyptian concept of time, ncimely, neheh and the entire realm of values 
and concepts connected with the course of the sun. Neheh is the time of 
"eternal return," and as a cultural attitude, it is expressed in rituals 
that omcimentalize time, making time congruent and thus sublimating 
it through the regular repetition of constant patterns of activity. 

Ancient Egypt scarcely differs in this respect from any other early 
or traditional culture that is characterized by "mythic thought." It 
might be that in Egypt, these matters were more complex than in 
other cultures, or it might be that Eliade unduly oversimplified the 
temporal concepts of other cultures (I cannot judge), but in Egypt, this 
mythic-ritualistic conception of time and this attitude toward it stood 
in stark contrast to that which was based on the category of resulta- 
tivity. As a cultural attitude, resultativity expressed itself in a striving 
for attainment, and above all, for the preservation of a result, of a final 
form ready to be eternalized. This striving expressed itself in forms of 
cultural expression that are virtual symbols of ancient Egyptian cul¬ 
ture: hieroglyphs, pyramids, mununies. The writing system, the mas¬ 
sive monumentality of the funerary architecture, and mummification 
of the dead are among the manifestations of this interest in perma¬ 
nence and endurance. Connected with the enormous efforts and 
expenditures that were put forth was a conceptual realm centering on 
the notions of imperishability and immutable continuance. The cen¬ 
tral meaning attached to biography as the "state of having become" 
(kheper) of the fixed and monumentalized end form of a life points to 
the typical structure of resultativity. The concept of "eternity" and the 
monumentalization of the dead stood in a relationship of polar oppo¬ 
sition. Theory was the basis of practice, but for its part, theory also 
had a basis and a meaningful embodiment in practice. 

This entire complex of concepts and values took form and assumed 
religious meaning in the god Osiris, just as the complementary com¬ 
plex of ideas and attitudes revolving around the idea of eternal 
renewal centered on the god of the sun and his course. Just as 
Nietzsche attempted to reveal a dichotomy in basic Greek cultural 
attitudes by invoking the gods Apollo and Dionysus, we may speak— 
and presumably more correctly—of the "Osirian" and the "solar" in 
ancient Egypt. These two gods were juxtaposed to one another as a 
pair who comprised a dominating, antinomic constellation. Osiris 
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was the god of the djet aspect of time. He could even be called djet, just 
as he was sometimes referred to as sf, "yesterday." "Yesterday"; that 
which has taken on form, that which has been realized, that which 
endures, in contrast to "tomorrow" and neheh, the names of the sun 
god as that which comes and is possible. But Osiris had yet another 
aspect, so that as god of resultativity, of immortal continuation, he 
bore the epithet "Weimefer," which means literally, "he who remains 
matured." In the conceptual realm peculiar to Egypt, the temporal 
category we have designated "resultativity" could have found no 
clearer or more pregnant expression than in this epithet of Osiris 
(which lived on in the Christian name Ormophrius). For what could a 
formulation like "he who remains matured" mean, other than the 
imperishable and immutable continuation of that which has been 
completed in time? Applied to a concept in the name of a god, a cate¬ 
gory of time assumes a sacred, numinous, divine significance. In the 
idea (and the experience) of the god Wermefer, the temporal category 
of resultativity is associated with the desire for immortality. Osiris 
was the god of the dead. An idea of immortality aimed at continuity 
and endurance took form in his person. He reigned over a temporal¬ 
ity—an eternity—in which all that had been completed in the light of 
the sun and in the temporality of another god remained immutable 
and imperishable. 

This other god was the sun god. He embodied the virtuality of 
neheh, just as Osiris embodied the resultativity of djet. In the endless 
cycle of his rising and setting, his coming into being and passing 
away, his death and his birth, he was always in a process of coming, 
of experiencing flux in the periodic rhythms of pulsating time of day 
and night, months, seasons, and years. In his person, the temporal 
category of virtuality assumed a religious intensity of importance and 
sacredness: as the inexhaustible supply, the immeasurable plenitude 
of time in contrast to human boundedness, immortality as unceasing¬ 
ness, as "ever again," or "day after day," as the Eg5rptians put it. 

It is crucial that these two gods did not represent alternatives. One 
could not make a choice between "solar time" and "Osirian time" as 
perhaps, according to Nietzsche's (and perhaps even the ancient 
Greek) conception, one could lead either an Apollonian or a 
Dionysian existence. Or, if the notion of "decision" seems inappropri¬ 
ate, no one could be destined to be bom into one or the other form of 
time. Rather, Re and Osiris—apparently unlike Apollo and 
Dionysus—formed a constellation. They were what they were only in 
relation to one another. Only the two together yielded reality, and it 
was only their combined effect that gave rise to the complex of neheh 
and djet that humankind experienced as "time": a periodically con¬ 
summated union of the two aspects, change and completion, from 
which reality proceeded as a sort of continuity of the life of the cos- 
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mos. The Egyptians thus conceived of time as a combination of "solar 
time" and "Osirian time" that had its origin in the active, combined 
effectiveness of the two gods. 

The Egyptians imagined the constellation in which Re and Osiris 
work together as embodiments of the two antinomic or complemen¬ 
tary aspects of time, as a ba and a corpse, by analogy with the two 
aspects of the person in which the deceased led an eternal life, "going 
in" and "going out" as a Im in the neheh-time of the sun and "endur¬ 
ing" as a corpse in the djet-time of Osiris. Ba and corpse would unite 
at night, the ba alighting on the mummy in bird form, thus ensuring 
the continuity of the person. In the constellation of Re and Osiris, this 
model was applied to cosmic totality as a sort of formula. Night after 
night, as a ba, Re would "go in" and "go out," that is, descend into 
and emerge from the netherworld; and around midnight, he would 
unite with Osiris, the corpse that lay continuously in the deepest 
depths of the netherworld, thus ensuring the continuity of the cos¬ 
mos. In this constellation, the Egyptian concept of time as eternal life 
and the continuity of the reality of the cosmos took on the vividness, 
the succinctness, and the depictability of reality as it was lived. It 
could be described in hymns, represented, and even ritually per¬ 
formed. Such a ritual, preserved on a late papyrus in the British 
Museum, culminates in the consummation of the union of Re and 
Osiris: 

It is a great mystery, 

it is Re and Osiris. 

He who reveals it will die a sudden death.* 

The ritual was performed in the "House of Life," and as recognized by 
Philippe Derchain, who published the text, it served to maintain Ufe. 

The Egyptian language had no word for the all-embracing, abstract 
horizon of totality described by our concepts "cosmos," "world," and 
"reality," just as it had no word for "time" or "space." Instead, we 
encounter not a concept, but a constellation: not (just) of concepts, but 
(also) of gods. This constellation lends expression to the religious 
meaning of the cosmos and the cosmic reality of the gods, whose mul¬ 
tiplicity—^here reduced to a duality—^is inevitable. There was no god 
whose ba was the sun and whose corpse was Osiris, at least not origi¬ 
nally and from all time. The cosmos existed through the combined 
effectiveness of these gods. Inasmuch as they lived, they collaborated. 
In the ultimate abstraction, this life was conceived of as a union of ba 
and corpse, that is, of an eternal life attained even by the deceased. 
Time was the consummation of this eternal life. For the ancient 
Egyptians, life was the ultimate reality, not being, as in Greek philoso¬ 
phy, and not release from the cycle of rebirth and the veil of maya, as 
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in Indian thought. Instead of eternity of being, there was continuity of 
life, in which humcmkind played a part and had its share; a salvation 
that was not attained through "heilsgeschichte," but actualized as ritual. 


3 . 5 . The Divinity of the Cosmos and the "Cosmicity" of the 
Divine: The Cosmos as Dimension of Divine Presence 

In the preceding sections, I attempted to show that, and in what way, 
the cosmos, or nature, was a sacred (that is, capable of hierophany) 
object of religious experience and worship for the eincient Egyptians. 
It was especially important to make it clear that we must not conceive 
of this sacredness as symbolic. The cosmos was not a sign of the 
sacred, a space or (to be more concrete) a "television screen" on which 
the sacred made its appearance; rather, it was the sacred itself. The 
cosmos was the sacred as the horizon of totality, of the whole that 
encompassed the fragmentary—and as such, profane—existence and 
everyday experience of humankind. This whole—eind this is critical 
in understanding a polytheistic religion—was conceived of not as a 
unity, but as a multiplicity, and not as (personal) form, but as act or 
correlated acts, as the joint effort of a multiplicity of deities, as 
"drama" in which all the deities played greater or lesser, that is, prin¬ 
cipal or subordinate, roles. We must now consider what this "dra¬ 
matic" concept of nature, which viewed reality as the collaborative 
effort of divine actions, meant for the ancient Egyptian concept of the 
divine. 

The thesis of the cosmic dimension means that in just the same way 
as essentially every (although perhaps not in each and every case) 
deity in the full sense of the Egyptiein concept of the divine had a cult 
place and thus a cultic/local dimension of the unfolding of his or her 
essence, so every deity was essentially caught up in the drama of the 
cosmos, the network of actions that constituted Egyptian reality, mak¬ 
ing his or her contribution to both the visible and the invisible spheres 
of the world. We cannot test the heuristic value of this thesis on each 
one of the more important figures of the Eg5^tian pantheon here, so 
we shall confine ourselves to a selection of problematic instances. 

First, there were deities with cosmic forms of manifestation whose 
most distinctive contribution to the "success" of reality lay on a level 
other than the cosmic. Thoth, for instance, was the god of the moon, 
but his cosmic traits were relatively unimportant. First and foremost, 
Thoth was the god of writing and reckoning, the patron of scribes and 
(basically the same thing) officials. The pronounced intellectuality of 
this god in no way contradicted his cosmic form of manifestation, 
however, but stemmed directly from it. In the complexity eind preci¬ 
sion of its phases, the moon was the reckoner par excellence of time. 
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and as such, a distinctively intellectual heavenly body. Its intimate 
relationship to the calendar also connected it with everything per¬ 
taining to calendrical matters—calculation, planning, counting, meas¬ 
uring, weighing, distributing, and so forth—making the moon god 
the ideal patron of the profession responsible for all these matters. In 
the framework of our inquiry into the cosmic dimension of the divine 
as a heuristic model, the essence of Thoth, god of writing and calcu¬ 
lation, bureaucratic punctiliousness, exactitude, supervision, and 
knowledge reveals itself as "moon-ness," as the religious interpreta¬ 
tion of the moon and as such part of the comprehensive religious 
interpretation of the cosmos, that which we are calling Egyptian poly¬ 
theism in this chapter. Ptah is a similar instance. Ptah was an earth 
god, but in his case as well, his cosmic traits were less important than 
his role as patron of a profession: that of artists and craftsmen. Ptah 
embodied the primeval permanence and creativity of the earth, the 
unity of what the Greeks distinguished as matter and form. As 
embodiment of "matter," Ptah was at the same time and above aU the 
inventor of forms. In the figiure of Ptah, we see an expression of a reli¬ 
gious interpretation of the earth that made no distinction between 
form and matter and that inserted homo faber into nature by explain¬ 
ing nature itself as deus faber. 

What we have learned from these examples and can extend to the 
Egyptian concept of the divine more generally is that the cosmic 
dimension of the divine was not confined to the sheer materiality of 
cosmic elements such as earth, air, water, and so forth, or to celestial 
bodies such as the sim and the moon, but rather that it referred to spe¬ 
cific complexes of actions, traits, attitudes, and qualities that were 
interpreted as cosmic phenomena "in action" and in which 
humankind also participated. Nut was not so much the sky as what 
the sky did, giving birth to the heavenly bodies and hiding them 
within herself, not so much the goddess of the sky as mother goddess 
and goddess of the dead. Hathor, the other goddess of the sky, 
embodied its heavenly splendor and was the goddess of love, beauty, 
and the intoxication that could transcend the mundane. Re, the sun 
god, was the god of kingship. 

The contributions of some deities to the cosmic drama, however, is 
difficult to detennine. The god Anubis, for example, had a very spe¬ 
cific function, one that is more vmequivocally expressed than is the 
case with most of the other deities of the Egyptian pantheon. He is 
(like Osiris) a god of the dead and of the necropolis, though unlike 
Osiris, he was not the ruler of the dead, but rather the patron of 
embalmers, mummifiers, and mortuary priests. In contrast to the 
lunar intellectuality of Thoth, the solar-based royal rule of Re, the 
chthonic creativity of Ptah, or the celestial charm of Hathor, this spe¬ 
cific complex of activities, qualities, and competencies is not easy to 
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relate to the cosmic dimension. Anubis's specific activities con¬ 
tributed to the success of reality—^and in a most important way, con¬ 
sidering the central role of the fimeral in ancient Egypt—but these 
activities did not manifest themselves in nature. 

Nevertheless, Anubis also had a specific form that separated him 
from the human realm and related him to a cosmic sphere. The jackal 
was the animal of the western desert in the Egyptian picture of the 
world, just as the baboon belonged to the eastern desert. The "has of 
the east," the baboons, greeted the sim god at his rising, and in like 
manner, jackals towed the solar barque through the netherworld as 
the "bas of the west." The jackal stood for the realm of file dead, 
which the sim god entered in the evening. As a cosmic sphere, the 
realm of the dead had memy forms, for the Egyptians divided it into 
a number of aspects and regions. One of these was Anubis. 
Considered as a force of nature, he was the god of the transitional 
zone between the world above and the netherworld; this zone was 
called the "holy land" in Egyptian, cmd Anubis was its designated 
lord. In his cosmic dimension, Anubis was this transitional zone, not 
just its lord, and conversely, embodied in his person was the specific 
activity of this area of the cosmos, as it was represented in the reli¬ 
gious and dramatic interpretation of the world, that of overcoming 
this transition from the world above to that below, from life to death. 

Because we meet with this same structure in the case of deities of 
rather different sorts, we must maintain that it was a basic structure 
of the Egypti<m concept of the divine. Just as deities ensured the unity 
of the land in their capacity of local lords, so, as natural forces, they 
ensured the unity of Ae cosmos. Just as the entirety of the land was 
conceivable only as the unified multiplicity of the deities who 
dwelled in it, so the entirety of the cosmos was conceivable only as 
the combined effectiveness of differentiated powers. Just as the sacred 
character of Egypt rested on the fact that deities resided in its locales, 
so the divinity of the cosmos rested on their activity; that is to say, cos¬ 
mic phenomena were represented as their actions. 
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The Verbal 

or Mythic Dimension 

4 . 1 . The “Name Formula" 

Under the rubric of the verbal or mythic dimension of divine presence, 
we shall inquire into the manner in which the sacred was expressed in 
language, just as we have inquired into its cultic-local dimension in 
terms of the forms of its earthly presence and into its cosmic dimen¬ 
sion in terms of the forms of its cosmic manifestation. Here, verbal is 
the more general category, and mythic the more concrete and specific. 
We can begin by assuming that myth was a typical manner of repre¬ 
senting the sacred verbally (though, of course, it was not the only man¬ 
ner, and myth had functions other than to conceptualize the sacred), 
and that by "myth" we are to imderstand "divine history," that is, nar¬ 
ratives dealing with the divine. There are problems with regard to this 
concept in Egypt, as we shall see, so that it is preferable to set aside the 
adjective "verbal," which is more general but entails fewer assump¬ 
tions. The Egyptian text from which our tripartite classification of the 
dimensions of the divine realm proceeded subsumes the verbal artic¬ 
ulation of divine essence under the concept of name, which is a highly 
apposite designation for the verbal dimension. In its names, the sacred 
was present in a sense similar to its presence in cult statues and its 
developments (that is, its cosmic-natural manifestations). Naming 
names was perhaps an earlier and more direct means of establishing 
presence than telling tales. In any event, the former played a substan¬ 
tial role in Egyptian cult and theology, in the simple form of litanies 
that list names and in the elaborate form of hymns. 

The Egyptian theory of the name was based on the principle that 
an essential relationship existed between the name and the named. 
The name was a statement regarding essence, and even a heraldic 
device, as we have seen in the example of the throne names assumed 
by kings at their coronation. The relationship between name and 
essence ran in both directions; everything that can be gathered from a 
name says something about the essence of the named, and everything 
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that can be said about the essence of a person can be ascribed to that 
person as a name. The Egyptian concept of the name thus included 
what we imderstand by "predicate." 

There are many indications that in Egypt, the cultic naming of the 
name of a deity was the original form of hymnic praise. In any event, 
die earliest hymns consist of litanies in which various divine names 
are inserted into an otherwise unvarying refrain: 

May you awake in peace. 

Purified One, in peace! 

May you awake in peace, 

Horus-of-the-East, in peace! 

May you awake in peace. 

Eastern ba, in peace! 

May you awake in peace, 

Harakhty, in peace!* 

Hymns containing name formulas are 2in especially characteristic 
type; nothing shows more clearly the special features of the Egyptian 
concept of the name and the use to which it was put. The principle of 
the name formula consists of establishing a relationship between a 
god or goddess (G), m action (A), and m object (O) in the visible 
(usually the cultic) sphere. O is made the name of the deity, usually 
with the help of a wordplay involving A and O. The following exam¬ 
ples from the Pjrramid Texts serve to illustrate: 



A 

0 

They (the gods) will fraternize 

Fraternize (s«) 

snwt-shrine 

with you in your name of snwt- 
shrine. 

They will not turn you back in 

turn back (tr) 

ifrf-shrine 

your name of ifrf-shrine.^ 

Homs is ba, he lays claim to 

to be ba 

bl-rpit 

his father in you in your name 

lay claim (ip) 

(palanquin) 

of Ba-repit (-palanquin) 

Your mother Nut has spread 

spread (pii) 


herself over you 


St-pt 

in her name of Shetpet.^ 


(place name) 

Horns has enlivened you in 

enliven (s'nA) 


your name of He-of-Anedj. 


He-of-'ndf 

Horus has filled you with his 

fill (mh) 

(place name) 

eye in his name of Divine 

Offering.^ 


offering 

(wiht) 
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You are given to your mother Nut 
in her name of Tomb; she has 
embraced you in her name of 
Sarcophagus; you are brought 
to her in her name of 
Mastaba.^ 

Horus has elevated you in his 
name of Henu-barque; 
he carries you in your name 
of Sokar.* 


give (rdl) 


embrace (Ink) 

tomb (krst) 

bring (sl^ 

sarcophagus 

(krs) 

mastaba (i') 

elevate (fH) 

ffwai-barque 

carry (pnl) 

Sokar (Zkrl) 


The rules of this procedure are clear: the names are cult objects (palan¬ 
quin, barque, tomb, sarcophagus) and places (shrines, cities). Less 
often, they are actual divine names (Sokar, the god of the Memphite 
necropolis) or even cosmic regions, as in the following text: 

To be spoken: 

§626 O Osiris King Teti, 

stand up, lift yourself! 

Your mother Nut has borne you, 

Geb has wiped your mouth for you. 

The Great Ennead protects you, 

they have placed your enemy under you. 

§627 "Carry one who is greater than you," they say to him in your 
name of Great Sawmill (iff5 wr, a sanctuary). 

"Elevate (pti) one who is greater than you," Aey say to him 
in your name of Thinite Nome (Tnl). 

§628 Your two sisters, Isis and Nephthys, come to you to make 
you well, 

you are complete (km) and great (wr) 
in your name of Bitter Lake (Km wr). 

You are green and great 
in your name of Sea (W’d wr). 

§629 See, you are great and round (in) 
in (your name of) Ocean (Sn wr) 

See, you are circular (dbn) 

in your name of "Ring-That-Encircles-the-Northem- 
Lands." 

See, you are roimd and great 

in your name of Great-Circle-of-the-Setting (a body of water). 
§630 Isis and Nephthys have protected (2?) you in Siut (Ziwt), 

for you are its lord in your name of Lord of Siut, because you 
are its god in your name God. 

§631 They pray to you, be not far from them 
in your name of Divine Beard (Dwiw). 
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They join with you, that you not be angry {dnd) 
in your name of Dndrw-haique. 

§632 Your sister Isis comes to you, 
rejoicing for love of you. 

She sits on your phallus, 
so that your semen enters her, 
sharp (spd) as Sothis (Spdt). 

Horus-Sopdu has come forth from you 
as Horus who is in Sothis. 

§633 He is well (akh) for you through him 

in his name of Akh-(spirit)-in-the-DndrK;-Barque. 

He protects you in his name 
of Horus-Who-Protects-His-Father.^ 

Without further details, the individual cultic episodes of the ritual 
that underlies this text cannot be reconstructed. Moreover, here we 
are concerned only with the principle that such texts follow; for this, 
some summary comments suffice. The text has to do with the burial 
ritual of the king, and more specifically—^as is clear from the history 
of transmission of this spell—with ceremonies conducted at night in 
connection with anointing and mummification. The corpse of the 
king is addressed as Osiris, and the officiants are designated with the 
names of various deities. Someone serving as a bearer plays the role 
of the "enemy" (Seth), and the corpse's secretions are bodies of water, 
lakes, seas, oceans. The high point of the nocturnal ritual is the resur¬ 
rection of the corpse for the engendering and conception of the suc¬ 
cessor to the throne, Horus, who is present in the form of the actual 
crown prince and successor. In these texts, we are dealing with a curi¬ 
ous process of explanation in which the originally cultic sphere, with 
its priests, cult objects (barques, shrines), and acts (embalming, mum¬ 
mification, etc.), is semantically transformed by a distant, divine 
realm of meanings. There are truly archaic rites (for example, in con¬ 
nection with the Opening of the Mouth ritual) that do not yet display 
this transformation by means of a sphere of meaning stemming from 
the divine realm. Thus this clearly emerges as a secondary process 
that must have occurred during the centuries that comprised 
Dynasties 3 through 5 (ca. 2750-2500 b.c.e.). With the division of the 
sacral realm into a "here" and a "there," that consciousness of a sym¬ 
bolic structure of the sacred emerged that we have already encoun¬ 
tered in our treatment of the cultic and cosmic dimensions, and which 
we described with the concept of "installation/indwelling." 

In spells containing name formulas, the name serves to create a 
relationship between the two spheres, the cultic sphere "here" and the 
sphere of the divine realm "there." We must note in this connection 
that the great majority of these names are anything but established 
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names of Osiris. Rather, they are coined on a purely ad hoc basis and 
are to be understood as assigning a role. Neither Osiris nor the 
deceased king was ever otherwise called the Bitter Lake or the Itrt- 
chapel. They bore these names only in the circumscribed framework 
of ^e respective ritual acts. That these are generally called "names" 
points to the verbal nature of the phenomenon. Over and above the 
phenomenon of the cultic and cosmic spheres in which the sacred 
makes its appearance, the "name" is a specifically verbal phenome¬ 
non. It points to the particular power of language to create relation¬ 
ships and to the verbal aspect of the dimension in which these 
relationships are constituted. This relationship between the present 
and the distant was spun from the most basic material of language— 
phonemes. In the overwhelming majority of instances, the name and 
the word that designates the ritual act related to one another by asso¬ 
nance; both have one or more phonemes in common. 

The extent to which this type of wordplay was characteristic of cul¬ 
tic speech in Egypt was entirely different from that of the name for¬ 
mulas. The latter was a widespread but specific phenomenon, 
whereas outside of name formulas, wordplay occurs everywhere that 
cultic acts are accompanied by recitations—or, more precisely put, 
where speech is interwoven with cultic acts, as long as a transforma¬ 
tion of the rite by a distant sphere of meaning emanating from the 
divine realm was spoken of. The wealth of wordplays demonstrates 
how those who composed spells for the cult worked self-consciously 
with language—^with substance (sound) and with form (phonemic 
structure) of expression—to bring the cultic and the divine spheres 
into a relationship with one another. They testify to a belief in the pos¬ 
sibilities of language, a consciousness of language that is foreign to us, 
for we have come to understand the conventional nature of the signs 
of language. We speak of "plays" on words because we experience 
such a use of language, which undermines the conventionality of 
signs in a cunning and usually amusing manner, as playful. In Egypt, 
however, wordplay was regarded as a highly serious and controlled 
use of language, for language was understood to be a dimension of 
divine presence. 

4 . 2 . The Al<h-Power of Speech: Transfiguration as Sacramental 
Interpretation 

H3mns with name formulas belong to a genre of liturgical recitations 
that the Egyptians called "transfigurations" (slfav). The Egyptian term 
s-ihxv is a causative form derived tom the root lA, which has a complex 
of meanings: "to radiate," "to be light," "to be spirit." Also derived tom 
the root is a noxm, "Ifiw" (akhu), "radiant power," "spiritual power," 
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which refers in particular to the power of words. This word also con¬ 
tains the kernel of a whole theory of language, and we need only take a 
closer look at the relevant texts to expound it. Here, of course, this can 
only be done briefly and to the extent that it permits conclusions regard¬ 
ing our inquiry into language as a third dimension of divine presence. 

Akhu refers to the specific power of the sacred word, in the sense of 
Gustav Mensching's well-known definition of "myth" as the "visuali¬ 
zation of the supernatural in spatiotemporal events, mediated through 
the word, which is therefore sacred word." Only the radiant power of 
divine words had the ability to illuminate the sacred, the divine mean¬ 
ing of cultic, and even cosmic, events and acts, the otherworldliness in 
this world. As a verbal power that emanated from speech, akhu was a 
means that deities, especially deities of knowledge, such as Isis, Thoth, 
and Re, had at their disposal. With the radiant power of their sacred 
words, Isis and Thoth could exorcise the enemy and stop the sun in its 
course, and Isis could heal her suffering child Homs and revive the 
dead Osiris. In the cult, speech also made use of this power of lan¬ 
guage, in that it was expressed as the language of deities. 

Investigating the history of "transfiguration spells" that refer to cultic 
acts and objects vidth the help of name formulas and wordplay, we 
come—as Siegfried Schott in particular has indisputably demon¬ 
strated—^to spells that were themselves uttered in the context of these 
very cultic acts, that is, to "dramatic" texts. In particular, name formulas 
served as transformations of dramatic texts. Instead of the dramatic form 

A speaks to B 

"I have brought you C" 

remark: D (a cult object) 

B is addressed with a name formula: 

A brings you C in your (or A's) name D. 

For example: 

dramatic: 

Homs to Osiris: 

"This is the mighty eye of Homs, take it in your hand!" 
remark: breaking the red jars® 

explanation: 

Homs has given you his mighty eye, 
he has placed it in your hand.® 
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The dramatic element in these cultic spells consists in the fact that 
they are uttered as divine speeches by priests who play the roles of 
the deities in question as they carry out the respective cultic acts. The 
words uttered while performing the cultic acts are thus the words of 
deities, sacred words whose radiant power makes it possible to illu¬ 
minate the otherworldly meaning of what is happening in this- 
worldly events. Plays on words were the preferred means to this end. 
The process can be illustrated with the help of an example from the 
Dynasty 13 Ramesseum Dramatic Papyrus, which contains a corona¬ 
tion ritual of presumably much earlier date. 

The papyrus is divided into a register of illustrations and a register 
of texts. Iii the illustration of the scene that concerns us, a representa¬ 
tion of a man and the caption "lector priest" appear, along with the 
words, "I have brought you the ^eni-corselet." The illustration thus 
refers to the this-worldly sphere of the ritual proceedings. In the 
accompanying text register, we read 

It happened that the qeni-coTselet was brought by the lector priest. 

This means: Horus, when he embraces his father and turns to Geb. 

HORUS TO geb: "I have embraced (qeni) my father, who is weary, until 
he becomes well (seneb) again." 

OSIRIS 

QENI-CORSELET 

seneb-(fringe?) 

BUTO (the city where the mythic drama occurs)^® 


The words make possible what the illustration caimot achieve: they 
refer to both the this-worldly and the otherworldly spheres, describ¬ 
ing the same action in each of them and connecting ^e two descrip¬ 
tions with a copula, here rendered as "this means," that serves as an 
equals sign. There follow the dramatic words that are to be spoken 
while the act of "bringing the ^ewi-corselet" is performed, and which 
translate these words in the divine speech that accompanies the priest 
in the illustration. This speech is composed of plays on words refer¬ 
ring to the cult objects "^eni-corselet" and "seneb-{ringe(?)," which are 
articles of the king's raiment. The uttering of this divine speech pro¬ 
jects the action being carried out in this world into the divine realm. 
It is thus expanded by means of a prehistory and a post-history. From 
a simple act "here," an occurrence happens "there." Here, a corselet 
with a fringe(?) is brought, and there, a father who is "weary," that is, 
dead, is embraced so that he will become well again, that is, restored 
to life. The action "here" and the occurrence "there" are related to one 
another by symbolic representation. The action means the occurrence. 
The relationship is effected through words, explicitly in the descrip¬ 
tive comment on the scene ("a cultic act is performed, this means: an 
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occurrence in the divine realm")/ arid implicitly in the recitation as 
words of the god to be spoken while performing the cultic act. I des¬ 
ignate this procedure, which is usually labeled "mythicization of rit¬ 
ual" in Egyptology, as "sacramental interpretation." 

The process of "transfiguration" consisted in preparing an extract, 
as it were, from these rituals. Texts thus arose that represent lengthy, 
related divine speeches and refer exclusively to the divine realm. 
They make no mention of cultic acts and confine themselves to events 
in the divine realm, which they sum up and expand on. The listing 
and fleshing out of these events, which always center on the deceased 
king, were supposed to confirm and certify his own transposition into 
this divine sphere. All the blessings that these occurrences in the 
divine realm bring about are heaped on the addressee of these spells. 
Through them, he becomes a "radiant spirit of light," a "transfigured 
one"—^this is the meaning of the Egyptian designation of this genre of 
spells, for as already mentioned, it is a causative form of the root ih, 
akh —a member of the divine sphere. The process of sacramental inter¬ 
pretation, in which an otherworldly, divine meaning becomes mani¬ 
fest in cultic act, takes on a life of its own in these transfigurations, for 
this meaning no longer refers to the individual act, but is, as it were, 
heaped on the addressee. Thus arises the form of a hymnic status- 
characteristic of the deceased, which praises him by describing him as 
the center and the beneficiary of a number of divine constellations: 

Oho! Oho! 

Lift yourself, Teti, 

take your head, collect your bones, 

gather your limbs, 

wipe the earth from your flesh! 

Take your bread, which does not grow moldy, 
your beer, which does not become sour! 

When you approach the doors that bar the commoners, 

Khenti-menutef comes out to you 
to grasp your hand. 

He takes you up to the sky, 
to your father Geb. 

He (Geb) rejoices at your presence, 

he stretches out his hands to you, 

he kisses you, he takes you on his lap, 

he places you at the head of the imperishable spirits. 

Those whose places are mysterious worship you, 
the great ones gather by you, 
the watchers rise before you.^^ 
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We need only juxtapose this mortuary text from the middle of the 
third millennium b.c.e. to any solar hymn from the New Kingdom, 
approximately one thousand years later, to affirm the similarity of the 
two texts, for a common method of Egyptian cult hymns entails the 
principle of transfiguration: 

HaU, Re! 

Praise to you, Atum, 

at your beautiful coming, appearing and mighty! 

You have traversed the sky, you have reached the earth, 
you have joined the sky at dusk. 

The two chapels of the land come bowing to you, 
they sing praises to you daily. 

The western gods rejoice at your beauty, 
those whose places are mysterious worship you, 
the great ones gather by you. 

They sing you (the song) 'Take Care, Earth." 

The inhabitants of Light-land row you, 

those in the night-barque transport you, 

they say "Welcome" to you in the presence of your majesty: 

"Welcome, welcome, having arrived in peace, 
hail to you, ruler of the sky, lord of the West!" 

Your mother Naimet embraces you, 

she sees her son in you as Lord of Fear, Great of Majesty. 

You descend in life in the night sky. 

Your father Tatenen elevates you, 

he wraps his arms around you, that you may be transformed and 
divine in the earth, 

he gives you as a venerable one to Osiris.^^ 

Here, a cosmic process (sunset), not a cultic one, is sacramentally inter¬ 
preted, in the same ways and in part with the same turns of expression 
as in the mortuary text. The actions of the addressee are integrated into 
divine events: praise of the westerners, embrace by the mother (serv¬ 
ing to recognize the newcomer as son, like the fatherly embrace by Geb 
in the mortuary text), and elevation by the father. The solar hymn does 
not describe sunset; rather, it transfigures it, in the same manner as the 
mortuary text, using the radiant power of the sacred word to illumi¬ 
nate the otherworldly, divine meaning of an event in the world per¬ 
ceptible to humankind. 

The Egyptian idea of the radiant power of the sacred word, which 
visualized divine events in this-worldly actions and made it possible to 
overlay the objective, earthly realm with meaning from an other- 
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worldly conceptual realm, developed, on the basis of the sacramental 
interpretation of ritual, into the whole universe of discourse of cultic 
speech that composed the mortuary and temple liturgies. The radiant 
power of speech made the divine realm, in all its otherworldliness, 
capable of being approached, conceptualized, and represented, and 
speech was thus a dimension of divine presence. Because the Egyptians 
had the concept of the sacred word, the sacred was not ineffable to 
them, although the utterance of the sacred word, the use of the radiant 
power of speech, was bound up with the strictest of requirements. Only 
deities could make use of the "radiant power of words" {l^w typyw-rl), 
along with the king, insofar as the latter acted as a god, and the priests 
to whom the king delegated his priestly function, when they appeared 
in divine roles and were authorized to use sacred words. 


4 . 3 . Sacred Words and Sacred Knowledge 

Our account of language as a dimension of presence began with two 
Egyptian concepts: akhu "radiant power" and ran "name." Sacred, radi- 
anfly powerful words report an otherworldly, divine sphere of meaning 
that is imposed on the reality of this world in a manner that explains and 
thus makes sense of it. Instead of supplying definitions, Egyptians 
would state names, that is, the sacred and secret names of things and 
actions that the priests had to know to exercise the radiant power of the 
words. A highly characteristic, and certainly early, form of handing 
down these names is the commentary ("this means"), as exemplified by 
the Ramesseum Dramatic Papyrus, which records knowl^ge that 
unfolds on two levels: that of appearances and that of me<inings, or 
nctmes. This becomes clear in another example from this text: 

It happened that the pillar was erected by the royal messengers. 

This means: Horus commanded his children to raise up Seth under 
Osiris.^ 


The conunent is intended for the priest; it is not sacred word, inasmuch 
as it was not recited in the cult. The only things recited were the dramatic 
speeches that one deity addressed to another and that functioned entirely 
on the divine level of meaning. But as a rule, these were formvdated in 
such a manner that we can recognize elements of the cultic level in their 
very sound. Thus, in our example, Horus says to his children, "Let it 
endure (dd) under him!"'^ The word dd, "endure," refers to the pillar (dd). 

This structure of knowledge of phenomena and their mysterious 
meanings ("names") deriving from the divine realm also occurs in mor¬ 
tuary texts intended to provide the deceased with knowledge necessary 
for ^e journey through the cifterlife. In these texts, the deceased person for 
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the most part represents himself in his divine role, his "name"; in the most 
elaborate form, he transposes his body limb by limb into the divine realm: 

My head is a vulture, 

that I might ascend and rise to the sky; 

the sides of my head are the stars of the god, 

that I might ascend and rise to the sky; 

my pate is [...] and Nun, 

that I might ascend and rise to the sky; 

my face is Wepwawet, 

that I might ascend and rise to the sky; 

my eyes are the great ones at the head of the bas of Heliopolis, 
that I might ascend and rise to the sky; 
my nose is Thoth, 

that I might ascend and rise to the sky .. 

And so forth. Twenty further identifications follow, down to the 
"soles of the feet," which are equated with the two solar barques, and 
the "toes," which are identified with the bas of Heliopolis. To journey 
to the sky, the deceased had to present himself before a ferryman, who 
subjected him to a thorough interrogation: 

O, Mahaf ["He Who Looks Backwards"], waken Aqen for me! 

Who is it who speaks? 

It is I, one loved by his father; the father of my father already loved 
me. It is I who awaken him [i.e., the father = Osiris] for you when 
he sleeps. It is I who attach his head for you, it is I who open his 
mouth for you [the deceased represents himself as Horus, who is 
able and willing to save his father Osiris from death]. Waken 
Aqen for me! See, I have come! 

Why should I waken him? 

It is he who is to bring me the ferry that Khnum assembled at the 
head of the winding canal. 

Is that all you can say to me, that I should awaken him for you? The 
ferry is in pieces, no reeds are to be found for it! 

Then fetch fresh reeds from the tail of Seth [this is the corresponding 
thing in the divine realm, the secret name of the reeds that are 
lacking; to pronounce it produces what is desired]. 

Where should the lacing be fetched for it? 

Then fetch that twig that came out of Upper Egypt, which Horus 
and the Ombite (i.e., Seth) joined together on that goodly day of 
the Opening of the Year. 

But where should md^m be fetched for it? 

The lower lip of Babi! 

From where should the leather strips for it be taken? 

Then fetch the two hands of the Mistress, that she might make 
them!.. 
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And SO forth. Piece by piece, the ferry is called by its names in the 
divine realm and magically assembled. 

In making the crossing, the deceased had to avoid the net that 
demonic gods had spread between sky and earth to trap the bird- 
souls of the dead. This, too, could only be done by knowing the secret 
names, that is, the divine meaning, of all the particulars of the net: 

For I know the name of the place where it is hung after netting the fish: 

it is the riverbank in the sky on which every god sits. 

I know the name of the place where it is stored after netting the fish: 

it is the papyrus in the hand of Osiris. 

I know the name(s) of the float above and the sinker below: 

they are the kneecaps of Osiris and the fingertips of Geb. 

I ascend to the sky among the gods, 

I bring cind repeat the word of the god.’^ 

Thus, a growing store of knowledge arose in connection with the 
principle of the sacramental explanation of cultic acts, a doctrinal system 
into which anyone wishing to associate with the gods—^king, priest, 
deceased—^had to be initiated. The divine meaning that lent the radiant 
power of divine speech to the words uttered by the priests as they per¬ 
formed their cultic duties became, in the mouth of the deceased, a code 
word, a password that enabled him to make his way past the dangers of 
the next world. Naturally, we are best informed of ^e store of knowl¬ 
edge available to deceased persons, for it was placed with them in writ¬ 
ing in their tombs, and grave goods have survived weU-preserved in 
Egypt. We correctly understand the actual religious meaning of this 
knowledge only if we recognize that these mortuary texts are a reflec¬ 
tion of a much more comprehensive priestly literature that is lost to us, 
in part because it was mostly handed down orally due to the secret, 
sacred nature of the name and of divine speech, and in part because we 
have yet to find a single temple library, whether archive or scriptorium, 
with the written codification of this knowledge preserved in situ. Such 
depositories and scriptoria existed, however, in every religious center of 
any importance. We have already encountered this problem in connec¬ 
tion with the cosmos as a dimension of divine presence and with cos¬ 
mography as the literary genre in which knowledge of cosmic 
phenomena and the divine actions manifested in them was codified and 
handed down. Here, too, it is tombs that have preserved this knowledge 
to us in the form of grave goods: the royal tombs of the New Kingdom. 
In this case, however, there are clear indications that the actual locus of 
this literature and this knowledge was the solar cult. 

The world of the deities of Egypt was not an object of belief, but rather 
of knowledge: knowledge of names, processes, actions, and events that 
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were superimposed on, in a manner that explained and made sense of, 
saved, and transfigured it, a realm of manifestations in the cult and in 
nature, a realm that was no longer directly sacred but only still sacred in 
a symbolic sense. This knowledge made the deceased invulnerable, and 
it purified the priest for contact with deities and authorized him to make 
use of the "radiant power on his mouth." Knowledge referred to speech 
and its use in the cult. The commentary in the Ramesseum II>ramatic 
Papyrus discloses to the officiant the relationship between the words that 
he utters and the actions that he is to perform or, in any case, to accom¬ 
pany with his speech. Cosmography describes the cosmic process of the 
course of the sun using sacramental interpretation, lending it a sacred 
meaning, so that the priest could accompany it with hourly recitations. 
By means of these hymns, he was able to foster the course of the sun by 
working with it, because, legitimized by his knowledge of meanings 
stemming from the divine realm, he could illuminate the sacred sense of 
visible processes through the radiant power of his words. 

Language as a dimension of divine presence was divided into two 
aspects: knowledge and speech. In the cultic dimension, the gods 
make their appearance as cult statues and lords of the manor, and in 
the cosmic dimension, they are natural phenomena; in the mythic 
dimension, they are names, or they are a text that stands behind the 
world of appearances, interpreting and making sense of it. We shall 
return to this concept, for it played a major role in the development of 
theological discourse. It is said of the gods that they emerged "from 
the mouth" of the creator god and that they are the names he gave to 
the parts of his body. In the theology of creation, the meaning-imparting 
"text," the speech act of the creator god, precedes the world of 
appearances in need of meaning, in precisely the sense of the 
Platonism characteristic of mythic thought, as noted by Mircea Eliade. 


4 . 4 . Speech and Personality 

To the extent that the "text" that lends cohesion to the world of 
appearances in a way that gives meaning to it assumes the form of his¬ 
tory, and to the extent that the share of an individual deity in it inten¬ 
sifies into destiny, the concept of myth suggests itself for that which we 
have been describing from various points of view with words like 
"divine realm," "sacred word," "sphere of meaning," and so forth. 
This degree of narrative integration of elements—^processes, acts, 
events—is difficult to determine. Texts referring to this sphere, 
whether in the descriptive, commenting form of sacred knowledge or 
in the dramatic form of sacred words, are not narratives. Quite grad¬ 
ually at first, there developed in religious texts a narrative form in 
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which individual events made their appearance as episodes in a com¬ 
prehensive narrative context, a myth. The end and zenith of this 
development is marked by a text written in Greek: Plutarch's record 
of the myth of Osiris. It is possible, of course, that myth had a venue 
of its own in oral tradition and was adopted into texts recorded in 
writing only in the form of qualifications, citations, and allusions. 
Despite the remote antiquity to which the corpora of the Coffin Texts 
and the Pyramid Texts, as well as the Ramesseum Dramatic Papyrus 
stretch back—as far as the beginning of the third millennium b.c.e.— 
we must nevertheless consider the possibility that myths took form 
only gradually at first. Evidently, both interpretations are valid, with¬ 
out in any way excluding one another. 

There is an abimdance of clear, differentiated, and empirically sub¬ 
stantial concepts regarding the hmctions and accomplishments of 
myth. Until now, however, we have had no clear idea of what might 
have preceded myth, according to its second meaning. Herein lies the 
great importance of Egyptian texts for the history of religion—^if only 
we free ourselves from attempting to see fragments, membra disjecta of 
a finished mythology, in them and instead understand them as pre¬ 
cursors of myth. What constituted the meaning, the hmction, and the 
achievement of such precursors, which were not yet histories but only 
events, not yet destinies, but only roles? And how might we describe 
these pre- or para-narrative forms?^® Taking advantage of the most 
obvious, best-documented example, if we collect all the mentions of 
Osiris in Old Kingdom texts related to the mortuary cult, the core of 
their meaning turns out to be a constellation in whidr Osiris plays the 
role of the deceased father and Horus that of the loving son. Clearly, 
this is a transposition into the divine realm, that is, a sacramental 
interpretation, of the original and most hmdamental constellation of 
the mortuary cult. What is special about this constellation—^we can 
also say, its function or achievement—is that it embraces this world 
and the next. Thus, it became the model for cult more generally. 

Awake, awake, O my father Osiris! 

I am your son who loves you, 

I am your son Horus who loves you! 

See, I have come to you to bring you 
what he (Seth) took from you.^’ 

With these words, the mortuary priest makes an offering of bread. 
The deceased plays the role of Osiris here, the priest that of Horus, 
and the offering that of the "eye of Horus," which Seth took from 
Osiris and which Horus must recover from Seth in order to restore it 
to the deceased as its rightful owner. The explanatory reference to the 
divine constellation lends the cultic act the meaning of a restitution: 
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the offering becomes the return of what was stolen, a symbol of the 
life force that the avenging son wins back for his father from his mur¬ 
derer. In the same manner, when figs are presented during the ritual 
meal, the priest says, 

Osiris Wenis, take for yourself the Eye of Horus, 

which he has rescued from the hand of Seth.^° 

The words with which the priest "brings the </eni-corselet" in the 
coronation ritual of the Ramesseum Dramatic Pap)nrus have the same 
restitutive purport: 

I hold in my embrace this father of mine, 

who has become weary, that he might become hale again.^^ 

Scholars have always wished to see such statements as citations from 
a myth, allusions to a story substantially identical to that recorded by 
Plutarch three thousand years later. But if we begin from the actions 
these texts accompany and sacramentally interpret, we have less the 
impression of an abbreviation or a garbling than one of an expansion. 
The offering was conceived of as a restitution: this is the central point 
around which what follows is arranged in the sense of an expansion. 
Restitution presupposes a loss, and fte basic roles are thus: 

• the recipient of the offering, who has experienced a previous loss 

• the agent who inflicted this loss on him 

• the avenger who redresses this loss. 

What has been lost is life force. The recipient is thus dead, and with 
the offering, he regains his life force. As personification of the cause of 
death, the agent is a scapegoat whose punishment serves to reverse 
death itself; or, in any case, the destruction he has caused is canceled, 
and the event can be assimilated within the framework of an existing 
order of meaning. In this constellation, the recipient and the avenger 
are related to one another as (deceased) father and son, and the agent 
confronts them as the brother of the father. I thus call it the "Hamlet 
constellation," not in the sense of a direct dependence of 
Shakespeare's play on the Egyptian myth (which was familiar to the 
European Renaissance via Plutarch), but rather in the sense of an 
anthropological generalization. Nearly all the rites of the mortuary 
cult can be explained in light of this constellation, but its importance 
extends further. We have already seen the deceased, who is ascending 
to the sky, legitimate himself before the reluctant ferryman as the son 
who has come to heal the fatal wound of his father. Above all, it was 
the king's role as son—^beginning with the mortuary cult of his father 
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or predecessor, which was still predominant during the Old 
Kingdom—that was extended into the divine realm as a whole. In 
Egypt, as we have already repeatedly stressed, cult was a royal 
monopoly that the king delegated to the priests. Performing his cultic 
acts, the king (or the priests standing in for him) played the role of the 
son who stood face-to-face with all the deities, who were conceived to 
be his fathers and mothers. 

As is perhaps already clear from this example, constellations 
served to bestow meaning. Broad areas of cultic acts become mean¬ 
ingful in light of constellations like that representing the (deceased) 
father and his son. Put otherwise, the self-explanation of social activ¬ 
ity was articulated into constellations in this early period. This was 
true not only of ritual activity but of activity in general, in so far as it 
was experienced as meaningful. Thus, for example, at Napata in 
Nubia, a king of Dynasty 25 (ca. 700 b.c.e.) described and commemo¬ 
rated a journey made by his mother to Egypt using formulations that 
explained the event in light of the constellation of Isis and Horns: 

She was in Nubia, 

the king's sister, sweet of life, 

the king's mother Ibala—^may she live! 

I had gone far away from her 

as a youth of twenty years, 

when I came to Lower Egypt with his majesty. 

She journeyed north 

to see me again after a long time. 

She foimd me crowned on the throne of Horus, 

having received the crowns of Re: 

the two uraei were joined on my brow, 

and all the gods formed the protection of my body. 

She rejoiced over the masses when she saw the beauty of his majesty, 
like Isis when she beheld her son Horus, 
crowned on the throne of his father 
after he had become a young man 
in the falcon's nest at Chemmis. 

Upper and Lower Egypt 

and all the foreign countries bowed the head before this roycil mother. 

She was in a festive mood over the masses, 
great and small, 

they rejoiced before this king's mother and said, 

"Isis received her son Horus, 

just as the king's mother has now united with her son, 

the king of Upper and Lower Egypt Taharqa—may he live forever— 

beloved of the gods [and goddesses]. 

You will live forever 
by command of your father Amun, 


98 



VERBAL OR MYTHIC DIMENSION 

the energetic god who loves the one who loves him, 
who knows the one who is devoted to him, 
who caused that your mother be united with you in peace 
and that she see Ae beauty that he created for you. 

O mighty king, you are alive and well, 
just as Horus lives for his mother Isis, 
you endure on the throne of Horus 
forever and ever."“ 

From about fifteen hundred years earlier, there is an alabaster stat¬ 
uette depicting Pepy I on his mother's lap, referring in another 
medium to the same constellation. It was a basic fact that the central 
constellations of the Egyptian divine realm were representable and in 
fact represented in both word and picture. In an inscription of Sethos I 
(ca. 1300 B.C.E.), the king describes the relief decoration of a chapel he 
had erected for his deceased father Ramesses I: 

His mother is with him without cease, 

those who departed before him are gathered before him. 

The beloved brother of the king stands before him, 

I am his son, who keeps his name alive. 

The mother of the god, her arms are around him 
like Isis when she united with her father. 

All his siblings are in their places, 
he rejoices, for his people are around him.^ 


Representations can be translated into language, and the common 
theme is the constellation. 

We have described the structure of sacred, "radiantly powerful" 
speech as a differentiation and correlation of a level of appearances 
and a level of meaning. Mth the help of the concept of constellations, 
it is now possible to fill this abstract structure with concrete content. 
What sacred words bring to language and actualize are constellations, 
in the light of which any given action becomes meaningful. The genre 
of transfigurations, which developed from these brief divine speeches 
uttered in ritual, is nothing other than the verbal realization of con¬ 
stellations in which the deceased is embedded thanks to the rites per¬ 
formed on him, and in whose framework the acts of which these rites 
make him capable are performed. This can be seen, for instance, in 
spell 373 of the Pyramid Texts, cited earlier (see the text cited at note 
11), which has to do with Osiris as deceased son and Geb as his father 
in the afterlife, and with the act of paternal recognition that Geb car¬ 
ries out on his (as it were) newborn son by placing him on his lap and 
caressing him. This recognition is followed by public homage; this, 
too, occurs in a highly typical constellation that reappears in a similar 
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manner in a widespread hymn to the setting stm (see the text cited 
earlier at note 12). The following transfiguration is typical of the 
descriptions of the deceased given in these texts, in that it is oriented 
to characteristic corrstellations: 

O king Pepy, 

go, that you may be transfigured (akh), 
that you may have power as a god, 
as successor of Osiris! 

You have your wrrt-ctovm on you, 

you have your mlzwt-crovm on your shoulder; 

your face is before you, 

praise precedes you, 

the followers of the god are behind you, 

the nobles of the god are in front of you, 

they sing, "the god is coming, the god is coming, 

king Pepy is coming to the throne of Osiris, 

that afch-spirit in Nedit is coming, 

the power in This." 

Isis speaks to you, 

Nephthys calls to you, 

the transfigured ones come bowing to you, 

they kiss the earth before your feet 

in fear of you, o Pepy, 

in the cities of Sia. 

You ascend to your mother Nut, 

that she might take you by the hand, 

that she might show you the way to Light-land, 

to the place where Re is. 

The gates of the sky are opened before you, 

the gates of the cool celestial water open before you. 

You find Re, who has stood up to await you. 

He takes you by the hand 

and leads you to the two shrines of the sky. 

He places you on the throne of Osiris.^* 

These texts have a double reference. One is to a ritual event that 
they explain and transfigure—^here, probably a procession of the sar¬ 
cophagus or a statue of Ae deceased; in spell 373, an offering of food. 
The other is to constellations in the divine realm, which they describe. 
It is the latter that concern us. The texts represent the deceased as 
someone who plays roles in constellations in the divine realm, as the 
point of reference of divine actions: in brief, as a person, with being a 
person understood here as complete integration into a "sphere of 
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belonging" (a term I introduced in my treatment of the local dimen¬ 
sion, tiiat is, of a deity as lord of a temple). Personality and integra¬ 
tion into constellations are closely connected to one another. 
Transfigurations "construct" the person of the deceased in the divine 
realm by describing the constellations into which he enters and is 
integrated, whether actively or passively, just as other texts put 
together a ferry and a net out of their names in the divine realm. 

In ttiis context, it is important to note that it is the person of a deity 
that is constructed in these texts referring to die deceas^, his corpse, his 
mummy, his coffin, or his statue. In the sacramental interpretations of 
these radiantly powerful spells, we see the many ways in which the cult 
performed in this world represents the passage of the deceased from the 
world of die living into the tomb, the necropolis, the realm of the dead, 
as an ascent to the sky, reconstituting his personality, which fell apart at 
death, as that of a god, whose sodal sphere the divine realm now con¬ 
structs in specific constellations. We can sense a stage in the history of 
burial customs that must have preceded the principle of sacramental 
interpretation. In that stage, the deceased king was not integrated into 
the divine realm as a new god, but rather took his earthly court with him 
to the grave as his "sphere of belonging." The corresponding concept of 
the person is thus older than the texts that first speak to us of constella¬ 
tions in the divine realm in connection with sacramental interpretations 
of what occurs in rituals. Much can be said for the idea that this world 
of deities conceived as persons and related to one another in constella¬ 
tions—^that is, the classical form of Egyptian polydieism—developed 
during the course of the emergence of the Egyptian state, that is, in the 
first half of the third millennium B.C.E. We have no evidence for the pre¬ 
ceding, "prepersonal" phase in the history of Egyptian religion, and for¬ 
mulating hypotheses about it does not have a place within the 
framework of this discussion. Only one tiling is important: with the 
coming into being of the persons of deities—^that is, with the personaliz¬ 
ing and thus the anthropximorphizing of the Egyptian concept of the 
divine —polytheism came into being. As a person, a deity had need of a 
"sphere of belonging." He became a person only by being integrated 
into constellations. As a person, a deity was not conceivable without ref¬ 
erence to other deities. He was Osiris only in relation to Horus md Seth, 
that is, the dead father. Each new constellation—^and only additional 
constellations!—enriched his essence: constellations with Isis and 
Nephthys, with Geb and Nut, md with the sun god. The same was true 
of ka the other deities, insofar as they were viewed as persons. 

It seems to me that this qualification is essential. Personality is only 
one aspect of divinity. The history of religion knows many forms of 
apersonal concepts and experiences of the numinous. The animal, 
plant, and fetish forms of many Egyptian deities point to a prean- 
thropomorphic and thus probably also prepersonal phase of the form 
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of the numinous. From the point of view of the history of religion, 
personality is something that is achieved; according to the well- 
known dictum of the Dutch scholar of the phenomenology of religion, 
G. van der Leeuw, it is a relatively late one: "God was a latecomer in 
the history of religion." At least in the case of Egyptian religion, 
attributing personality to deities is less appropriate than speaking of 
"dimensions of divine presence," and in particular, of the linguistic 
dimension. Personality is not the essence of the deities, but rather an 
aspect of them, and specifically, the aspect that is accessible through 
language. By means of verbal explanation of their numinous reality, 
deities acquire personal contours, and the linguistic means by which 
they become persons occur in three ways: as speech about the gods 
and goddesses, as speech directed to them, and as speech they direct 
among and to one another. All three of these occur in the framework 
of constellations. If—^as we continually read—an original monothe¬ 
ism preceded the classical polytheism, it must have been a silent one. 
A deity who speaks and who is accessible through speech is a deity 
who is a person, and to be a person means to be integrated into a 
sphere of what belongs to one, that is, into the constellations of the 
divine realm. 

The advantage of this interpretation is that it frees us from assum¬ 
ing a change in the form of the divine, as though the gods had origi¬ 
nally been apersonal "powers" and then, through an evolutionary 
process, transformed into deities who were persons. Personality is 
rather an aspect that accrued to them to the degree that religion 
assumed a discursive character and resorted to speech in the universe 
of religious discourse that was unfolding. The personality of the 
deities was a function of the linguistic dimension of divine presence, 
and their essence extended beyond it. Personality was an aspect of 
their accessibility and the ability to communicate with them. 


4 . 5 . Language, Meaning, and Action 

I would now like to extend to the concept of action what was said in 
the preceding section about the relationship between language and 
personality. Deities are persons not only to the extent that they make 
themselves understood through speech and are thus open to under¬ 
standing, but also insofar as they act. And the concept of a deity who 
acts already presupposes integration into the constellation of a 
"sphere of belonging." This context can be shown from a group of 
texts that do not refer to the king playing a divine role, as in the case 
of the Pyramid Texts and the ritual texts cited earlier, but rather to a 
genuine god: the hymnic (liturgical) and cosmographic representa¬ 
tions of the course of the sun. These texts refer to the cosmic phe- 
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nomena of the cycle of day and night, understood as the orbiting of 
the sun around the earth, in precisely the same sense of a sacramental 
explanation as the dramatic texts and the transfigurations that refer to 
the acts and objects of the cult. This analogy not only allows, but even 
compels us to generalize the concept of person in the ritual and mor¬ 
tuary texts and their process of sacramental interpretation and to clas¬ 
sify them with the basic structures of the Egyptian concept of the 
divine, that is to say, of the verbal dimension. 

We have already spoken (see chapter 3.2.2) of the representation of 
cosmic phenomena that solar hymns and cosmographic texts under¬ 
stand as the course of the sun. We can reduce them to a simple for¬ 
mula: they represent these processes as actions. Just like speech, and 
on the basis of speech, action is also a social and semantic phenome¬ 
non. Action must be meaningful and meaning must be communicated 
socially, and this presupposes a social and a semantic dimensioning of 
reality. Action occurs with respect to a partner in a common horizon 
of meaning with shared goals, expectations, and values. In the classi¬ 
cal Egyptian conception, the social dimension of divine action is the 
divine realm. The partners in this action are those deities who enter 
into the relationship of a constellation with the deity who is the cen¬ 
tral theme in each given case—in the present case, with the sun god. 
This is not relatively self-evident. Deities could, after all, also act in 
reference to the human realm. With regard to the course of the sun in 
particular, nothing seems more obvious—^if we already interpret it as 
divine act, and this again as the action of a solar deity—than to relate 
it to the world of humankind. The latter is in fact precisely the theme 
of a number of Egyptian solar hymns, of which the most important, 
the Great Hymn of Akhenaten of Amama, is well enough known; we 
cited it in chapter 3.2.1. Then, we were concerned with demonstrating 
a "reading" of nature that recognized the working of a divine creative 
wiU in phenomena. Now, we must specify: insofar as the portrayal of 
a sole god presupposes that he accomplishes the work of the sun's 
course in its distant celestial pathway alone, this "reading" stands in 
diametric opposition to what underlies the multitude of traditional 
sun hymns by way of "implicit" theology. The monotheistic theology 
of Amama stands in the tradition of an "explicit theology" that had 
long since conceptually distanced itself from the traditional concept 
of the course of the sun and drew the consequences of this opposition 
in a radical and intolerant manner. 

I should like to summarize only briefly what was true of the tradi¬ 
tional, classic concept of the course of the sim. It was interpreted as 
action within the framework of changing constellations in the divine 
realm. Just as in the transfigurations of the dead, in the solar hymns, 
the sun god was by no means always the one who acted. Quite the 
contrary, he plays a passive role in many constellations: he is bom in 
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the morning, he is greeted, towed along, worshiped, and embraced, 
and in the evening, he is received, once again embraced, towed 
through the netherworld, and again worshiped. In the morning, the 
active roles in these constellations are played by the mother who 
bears him, the sky goddess Nut, by the nurses who nourish him, by 
his celestial adorants, in particular the solar baboons, who worship 
him, and other deities who are occasionally included; in the evening, 
the active roles are his mother, who again enfolds him in her arms, the 
jackals who tow him through the netherworld, and the inhabitants of 
the netherworld, who worship him. In all this, the svm god is not 
purely passive; on the contrary, all these actions, even his birth, refer 
to some triggering act of the god, which is usually expressed by 
intransitive verbs: you rise, you arise, you appear, you shine, you set, 
you land. Between these intransitive-passive (from the point of view 
of the svm god) phases of his transit, lie the dominating, active phases 
of traversing the sky and journeying through the netherworld. 
Crossing the sky during the day journey brought the svm god into an 
antagonistic constellation with the enemy, who personified inimical 
powers, the "gravitation of chaos" (in any case, the personality of the 
serpentine enemy of the svm was quite limited) against which the 
order of creation had ever and again to be asserted anew. Auxiliary 
deities who fought the enemy entered into this constellation aimed at 
triumph, along with the divine realm generally, in the most compre¬ 
hensive constellations imaginable, all of whom rejoice at the svm's tri¬ 
umph over the dragon of chaos: 

The sky rejoices, earth is in joy, 

Gods and goddesses are in festival 
and give praise to Re-Harakhty 
when they see him appear in his barque, 
after he has felled the enemy in his attack.^ 

The nightly journey of the svm as a descensus ad inferos brought the 
svm god into constellations with the inhabitants of the netherworld, 
the transfigured dead. His light, and in particular his speech, awoke 
them from the sleep of death and allowed them to participate in the 
life-giving order that emanated from his course. But in this, the god 
himself experienced the form of existence of the transfigured dead 
and set an example for them by overcoming death. For in the depths 
of the night and the netherworld—and this was the most mysterious 
constellation of all—^he united with Osiris, the son with the deceased 
father, the ba with the corpse, and from this vmion, he received the 
strength for a fresh life cycle. 

Before I indicate the principle followed by this manner of repre¬ 
senting cosmic processes, let us again look at examples. Here are two 
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that complement one another in that one ignores the evening and the 
night phase, and the other passes briefly over the morning phase. Both 
refer to sunrise, that is, they are addressed to the sun god as he rises: 

Phase Constellation 


Greetings, Re, when you arise, 

Atum at your beautiful setting! 

You appear, you shine on the back 
of your mother, 

having appeared as king of the Ennead 

morning 

mother 

Ennead 

Nut greets you, 

Maat embraces you always. 


mother 

daughter 

You cross the sky broad of heart, 
the Lake of Knives is quieted. 



The rebel is fallen, his arms are bound. 

The knife has penetrated his vertebra. 

midday 

enemy 

Re endures in favorable wind, 
the Msktt-haique has annihilated 
the one who attacked it, 
the southerners and northerners tow you, 
the westerners and easterners adore you.^ 

evening 

barque 

Greetings, Re, at your rising, 

Amun, Power of the Gods! 

You rise and illuminate the Two Lands! 

morning 


You cross the sky in peace, 
your heart is broad in the MWt- 
barque. 


barque 

You pass the sandbank of the Sea 
of Knives, 

your enemies are felled. 


enemies 

You have appeared in the house of Shu, 
you have set in the western Light-land. 

evening 



Old age has taken your majesty, 

while the arms of your mother mother 

embrace you protectively.^^ 

Here are two extracts from a cosmographic book, the descriptions of 
sunset and sunrise in the Book of the Night: 
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Setting in life by the majesty of this god, 
spreading light and illuminating in the darkness, 
opening the gate of the sky in the west, 
removing the torch from the ground. 

Seizing the prow-rope of the divine ship by the crew. 

Making ovations by the gods of the netherworld. 

Arrival at the first gate, ''Mistress of Terror/'.. . ^ 

Emerging from the netherworld, 
sitting in the morning-barque, 

traversing the primeval ocean in the hour of the day "That Beholds 
the Perfection of Her Lord." 

Transforming into Khepri, 
rising to the horizon, 
entering the mouth, 
emerging from the vulva. 

Shining in the gateway of Light-l£md in the hour "That Makes the 
Perfection of Re Shine," 
to create the sustenance of humankind, 
of cattle and of all the serpents he has created.^ 

The principle underlying these representations of cosmic phenomena 
can be described as the interpretation of processes as actions. The 
sense of this method emerges from the analogy with mortuary texts. 
Just as the latter transfigure the deceased's passage into the next life, 
so these texts transfigure the course of the sun. And as in the case of 
the deceased, the sun god is depicted as inserted into the constella¬ 
tions of a "sphere of belonging," and the divine plenitude of his per¬ 
sonality is unfolded in actions that occur through him and to him in 
the framework of these constellations. Cosmography comments on, 
and h3rmns accompany, cosmic phenomena as a cycle of events in the 
divine realm. Cosmographies expand on the sacred meaning of these 
events with richly detailed information, whereas hymns summarize 
them in brief strophes that almost always correspond to the phases of 
the sun's course. 

This breakdown of the continual cosmic process into the three 
phases of the daytime and the fourth phase of the night already 
appears to provide a form- and sense-imparting entree into the raw 
material of the cosmic evidence. That is not, however, correct. The 
division of the sun's course into phases was evidently an age-old and 
deeply rooted concept in Egypt, and it thus formed part of the mate¬ 
rial exploited by the religious discourse of hymns and cosmographies. 
For the Egyptians, the daytime was divided into three periods, just as 
the year was divided into three seasons. During these three periods, 
the sun god changed his name and his form. As he himself states in a 
magical text, he was 
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Khepri in the morning. 

Re at midday, 

Atum in the evening.^ 

As Khepri, he was a scarab-beetle, as Re, he was a falcon-headed man, 
cind as Atum, he was a ram-headed man; in these three forms, he was 
at the same time child, adult, and old man. These are, of course, 
already elements of a theological interpretation. But the division into 
phases clearly belonged to the natural evidence that theology discov¬ 
ered and processed. This much emerges from the fact that Amama 
religion, with its extreme counterposition to the traditional theology 
of the course of the sun, retained this phase structure. The segmenta¬ 
tion of the cycle of day and night into phases was thus in itself prethe- 
ological and constituted a part of the visible reality on which 
theological explication, or "sacramental interpretation," built. 

The decisive point of this interpretation, this investing of the phases 
with religious meaning, was their dramatization as events in the divine 
realm, as interactive complexes of actions in the framework of divine 
constellations. It was against precisely this structure of constellations 
that the Ameima countermovement was directed, indicating unmis¬ 
takably that the framework is decisive here. The constellations in 
which the "drama" of the svm's course was carried out were purely of 
the divine realm. Humans, faima, flora, visible nature, all of which are 
depicted in the reliefs of the seasons praising the svm god in the 
Weltkammers of the sun temples (see chapter 3.2.1), and on which the 
solcir h)anns of the theological covmtermovement linger so insistently, 
fade out in this form of representation. Even the solar baboons and the 
jackals belong to another world. Nevertheless, for the Egyptians, these 
representations of activity with which hymns depict the phases of the 
sun's course were filled with references to their own world. I use the 
words "representations" and "depict" not only because these texts 
read like pictorial descriptions, but because a world of artistic images 
accrued in close connection with them: depictions on the walls of 
tombs, vignettes in the Book of the Dead, paintings on coffins, and 
nuiny others as well. The cosmographies are in any event always made 
up of both texts and pictures. What the texts depict with verbal images 
can be immediately translated into the pictorial language of art. We are 
dealing with a conceptual articulation of meaning that can find expres¬ 
sion in both word and picture. I call this form of articulation an "icon." 
Icons are pictorial conceptions, artistic illustrations of divine 
processes, actions, and events that can find concrete expression in both 
texts and pictures. What the implicit theology of traditional Egyptian 
polytheism made of the course of the sim was "icons": archetypal 
illustrations of its redemptive meaning, by means of which the theol¬ 
ogy interpreted the phases of the cosmic phenomena. 
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This process is that of transfiguration, although with a reversal of 
direction. In mortuary texts, the deceased's passing into the next 
world is compared to the sunset, and the deceased can be addressed: 

You are enveloped in the embrace of your mother Nut, 

you are alive forever.®^ 

Solar hymns represent sunset in a corresponding manner: 

Your mother Nut embraces you, 

she sees her son in you, "Lord of Fear, Great of Majesty."^ 

The icon of sunset represents the cosmic process in such a way that it 
can be the archetype of the fate of the dead. It invests actions and 
events in the divine realm with a formulation that makes them com¬ 
prehensible on the level of the mortuary cult. The same is true of the 
morning icon, which symbolizes the overcoming of death and the 
renewal of life, rebirth from the womb of the sky goddess. Connected 
with it are Isis and Nephthys, the divine mourning women, whose 
laments and transfigurations raise the dead into the morrung constel¬ 
lation of the course of the sun: 

Isis and Nephthys lift you 

as you emerge from the thighs of your mother Nut.^ 

The icons give the course of the sun a form that makes it possible to 
relate it to the world of humankind, for they bring to light a meaning 
in the sun's course that is common to both levels, the cosmic level and 
that of the fate of the dead; that is, events on both levek can be 
explained by means of them. There is a third level as well: kingship, 
which is dominant in the icon of midday. The sun god traversing the 
sky is the archetype of royal rule as triumph over evil, the victory of 
right and order, the parousia of Maat. Just as the icons of evening and 
morning sketch out the archetype of a successful outcome for indi¬ 
viduals' hopes for immortality, so the midday icon of overcoming the 
enemy lends archetypal form above all to society and its interest in 
health, life, and well-being. 

This iconography of the sun's course is to be viewed as the xinfold- 
ing of the essence of the sim god into the dimension of language, as 
the multitude of names and forms in which things can be said about 
him and to him. In the context of our treatment of the "implicit theol¬ 
ogy" of the Egyptians, they had the function of an example. Just like 
the sun god, all the important Egyptian deities unfolded the pleni¬ 
tude of the essence of their personhood into constellations and 
actions. Language represented the divine realm as an interactive net- 
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work of constellations in which "one acts and lives in the other." The 
iconography of the sun's course had—or acquired in the course of its 
development—more than a paradigmatic status in the whole of 
Egyptian religion; it became a sort of formulation of the cosmos, the 
central idea in the Egyptian picture of the world. The icons in which 
the three levels of cosmos, kingship, and mortuary beliefs found 
archetypal formulations of ideational content, and by means of which 
these levels became explicable in solar, royal, and mortuary texts, for¬ 
mulate the coherence of reality per se. The icons of the sun's course 
endow reality with coherence by relating the three levels or dimen¬ 
sions of meaning in which reality transpires to one another, that is, to 
common archetypes. They represent the cosmos as action. Reality is 
performative, and anything performed on one of its levels with 
respect to archetypal icons—sunrise, coronation, burial—has a share 
in ^e reality of events in the divine realm. 

How did icons acquire this explanatory power to represent a sort of 
cosmic model? I believe that it is connected with the Egyptian concept 
of time. Unlike the Greeks, the Egyptians did not make a distinction 
between "time" and "eternity," or—what amounts to the same thing— 
between "being" and "becoming." For them, the decisive dichotomy 
was rather a cosmic "plenitude of time" and a transitory "span of 
time" allotted to every earthly being, or—^what amounts to the same 
thing—^life and death. The course of the sun was at the same time the 
pulse-beat of the world, which filled the cosmos with life force by 
means of the cyclic defeat of the enemy and of death. The constellation 
that lent the clarity of an icon to this idea was that of Re and Osiris. In 
the depths of the r\ight, they unite as father and son, as the day at dusk 
and dawn, and as the two aspects of the plenitude of cosmic time that 
the Egyptians distinguished as neheh and djet. Time—or more precisely 
put—the continuity of reality had its origin in the cyclical uniting of 
neheh and djet, "virtuality" and "resultativity." Once the step was taken 
of explaining the course of the sun as the cyclical complexion of the 
two aspects "change" and "permanence," an all-embracing formula¬ 
tion was obtained. For that which exists is—according to one Egyptian 
definition —neheh and djet. This explanation might be very old. It is 
striking that the two sun gods who, as the morning and evening forms 
of the svm, make up with Re the trivme deity embodied in the course 
of the svm have eloquent names that refer to the two aspects of time in 
a way that was clear and everpresent to the Egyptians themselves: 
Khepri means the "Becoming One" and Atum the "Completed One." 
Tangible here are the beginnings of a concept that developed into a 
comprehensive theory of time at the point when Osiris, the deceased 
father, was added as the embodiment of djet. 

It is characteristic of the Egyptian picture of the cosmos that even 
as abstract an idea as the union of neheh and djet as guarantee of the 
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continuity of cosmic life was articulated as a constellation, as the 
activity of two gods, and was even capable of being represented in 
art. This activity, too, was archet3^ically related to ideas about king- 
ship eind the dead. The activity was imaged in two ways: as the 
embrace by means of which the deceased father transmitted ka, the 
vital dynastic force, to his son, and as the uniting of ba and corpse. The 
fai-embrace was the archetype of the legitimacy of the king, who as 
"Horns appeared in the arms of his father Osiris." The uniting of ba 
(Re) and corpse (Osiris) was the archetypie of individual immortality. 
This analogy between the fate of the dead and the course of the sim is 
explicitly stressed when the sun god says, in a cosmographical book, 

I cause the has to alight on their corpses, 

after I myself have alighted on my corpse,^ 

Humankind is not mentioned in the iconic representations of the 
sun's course that we find in the hymns, for this event transpires in 
constellations in the divine realm, and humans as such can never be 
partners in constellations of deities. The icons do, however, hold opien 
the possibility of identification amd participation. In the cult, humans 
enter into the constellations amd play the roles of deities: 

I have simg h)mms to the sun, 

I have associated myself with the solar baboons, 

I am one of them. 

I have played the second of Isis 

and heightened the effect of her radiant power (akhu).^ 

Political-social success and the fate of the individual after death are 
explained with reference to the meaning given form by the icons of 
the sun's course. The verbal dimension of presence lends coherence to 
reality, with the result that everything gains a share in the sacred 
meaning that here becomes speech. The sacred names and icons make 
this meaning—the continuity of life and the coherence of reality—^not 
only thinkable and communicable, but also realizable, through the 
radiamt power of the word. By reciting these icons in their verbal real¬ 
izations as hymns, the priest—as stated in a formulation that 
expresses the Egyptians' own imderstanding of this act of speech— 
causes "Maat (the personification of the meaning in question here) to 
ascend to the sun god." 
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Myth 


5 . 1 . Myth, Icon, and Story 

"Icon": this is the name we have given to the form in which an occur¬ 
rence in visible reality—in the cult or in the cosmos—^is identified as 
an event in the divine realm according to the principle of sacramental 
interpretation. This event is represented as an interaction of deities 
acting in the framework of typical and established roles and constel¬ 
lations. Thus, for example, sunrise is explained as a birth, and the 
birth is represented as the interaction of the constellations mother and 
child, child and nurse, child and adorants. Or, an offering is explained 
as the restitution of life force, and the life force is represented as action 
in the framework of the constellation of the deceased father, his son, 
and an enemy. Icons are timeless or related to a "timeless present," for 
they are the divine airchetypes of actions that are continually carried 
out in the cult and the cosmos. In the process, the icons are realized 
by means of the radiant power of language. Every morrung, the sim 
is bom anew; at every coronation, Isis once again nurses her son 
Homs; with every offering, the Eye of Homs is again restored. In 
icons, time is brought to a halt, or better, "omamentalized" in the 
form of an endless array of overlapping patterns. Individual events— 
sunrises, coronations, cultic acts—overlap in relation to such icons. 

Stories, however, are always related to a place in time, and they 
occur in the past. For this reason, they can only be told, just as icons 
can only be described. They are related to the mode of narration, just 
as icons are related to the mode of description. Besides its reference to 
the past, a story denotes a specific coherence that is essentially teleo¬ 
logical: a chain of episodes is connected into a story in such a way that 
it is directed toward a goal. It is not the fact that the episodes .stand in 
a cause-and-effect relationship, but that they lead teleologically to a 
good or a bad ending, that determines the coherence of a story. The 
cycle of icons related to the course of the sxm is lacking not only in nar¬ 
rative reference (that is, to the past), but also in narrative coherence. 
The icons of morning, the daily journey, the landing, and the journey 
through the netherworld describe and explain an occurrence in the 
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present. Their relationship to one another results from this occurrence, 
in which daytime follows morning, and so forth. I call this type of 
coherence, which results, in ritual texts, from the constant sequence of 
cultic acts, "practical coherence," for its real existence is not in the text, 
but in the world of objects and facts to which the text refers. Moreover, 
their relationship to one another follows the principle of analogy, espe¬ 
cially to the human life cycle (birth, adulthood, old age, death). 

Egyptian myths combine the principle of icons and the principle of 
stories, "iconicity" and "narrativity." It would be an error to make a 
distinction between icons and myths. In Egypt, icons were the mate¬ 
rial of which myths were made, and stories were the form in which 
the material was unfolded. Icons could at any time be developed into 
stories, and stories could at any time be condensed into icons. This is 
the case when a mythic episode, for instance, that of Isis and the child 
Homs, occurs outside the myth of Osiris and develops independent 
meanings in various contexts. In contrast to Mesopotamian and Greek 
myths, the iconic fixity of Egyptian myths prevented their develop¬ 
ment into tmly effective stories. Though they freed themselves from 
the practical coherence of ritual and cosmic events, they developed 
only a weak narrative coherence. Their episodes are only loosely 
related to one another, and their characters seem scarcely less fixed in 
their roles than in the constellations of icons. Their protagonists lack 
coherence, whether with respect to their actions (character, wUl, inten- 
tionality) or to their experiences (reflection, development, assimila¬ 
tion of their own past). Actions often remain strangely without 
consequences, and characters frequently change their minds without 
any motive that is apparent to us. 

The most common definition of "myth" calls it a story about 
deities. Like many others, this definition can be easily disproved by 
referring to stories that are unquestionably myths but are not about 
deities, such as the myth of Oedipus. Scholars have therefore 
refrained from defining myth in the sense of an anthropological uni¬ 
versal. For Egypt, however, the definition is valid. Myths were indeed 
stories told about deities, and only about deities. Relating myths was 
a form of contact with the divine, cmd myth was thus a dimension of 
divine presence and of religious experience. But myth was not "nar¬ 
rative (and thus explicit) theology." The theme of myth was not the 
essence of the deities, but rather—and this point seems decisive to me 
and is probably valid not only for Egyptian mythology—the essence 
of reality. Myths establish and enclose the area in which human 
actions and experiences can be oriented. The stories they tell about 
deities are supposed to bring to light the meaningful structure of real¬ 
ity. Myths are always set in the past, and they always refer to the pres¬ 
ent. What they relate about the past is supposed to shed light on the 
present. Their intent is not to relate the past for its own sake, but as a 
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prelude to the present, diagnosing the present in the form of a genetic 
projection. They dress the statement, "the world is A," in the form 

There was a time when the world was not-A. 

Then certain events occurred. 

Their result was: the world is A. 

We can call this function of myth "explanatory," but we must be 
aware that this has nothing to do with transfiguration, but rather with 
explanation, with attributing meaning to reality. The many myths of 
"how death came into the world" are not intended to transfigure 
death, but rather to relate it to other features of present reality, such as 
scarcity, work, absence of the divine, and sexuality, and to fit it into a 
comprehensive diagnosis of the conditio humana. This "genetic expla¬ 
nation" of reality should not be confused with etiology. The difference 
between explanatory and etiological myths lies in the status of the ini¬ 
tial question. The question of how death came into the world has a 
different status from that of how the robin acquired its red breast. 


5 . 2 . The Myth of the Heavenly Cow 

The most detailed example of an explanatory myth from Egypt is the 
Book of the Heavenly Cow, which was recorded in several New 
Kingdom royal tombs and is probably to be ascribed to the genre of 
cosmography in its wider sense. It consists of a representation that 
depicts the solar barque on the body of the sky goddess in the form of a 
cow whose belly is supported by Shu, the god of the air, and whose legs 
are supported by eight heh-gods, who incarnate the atmosphere (Figure 
5), along with a text that, with its 330 verses, was the length of a book 
(that is, a roll of papyrus) by Egyptian standards. In addition to the 
actual tale, it also includes detailed instructions for preparing the repre¬ 
sentation and reciting the text, such as are foimd in less detailed form in 
magical texts. Magic also plays a surprisingly large role in the mythic 
account. In a typically Egyptian manner, the myth is dramatized by 
direct quotations that take up more space than the account itself. 

The situation at the outset, the ideal picture that is the opposite of 
the present condition, whose essence the myth wishes to demonstrate 
in the form of a genetic projection, is sketched at the beginning in a 
few sentences and displays an order that is already disturbed: 

It happened that Re (arose), the self-created god, 

after he occupied the kingship 

when humans and gods were (srill) together. 

Then the people devised a plot against Re. 
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FIGURE 5. The heavenly cow. From A. Piankoff, The Shrines ofTut-Ankh- 
Amon, Bollingen Series 40 (New York, 1955), p. 142^ fig. 46. 


His majesty was old: 

His bones were silver, 

his limbs were gold, 

his hair was genuine lapis-lazuli. 

His majesty perceived the plot 
the people had devised against him.^ 

The sun god convenes a meeting of the divine council. The following 
forty verses detail the deities' exchanges; Hathor, the fiery "eye" and 
the daughter of the sun god, is to kill the rebels. The action resumes 
with a single sentence: 

This goddess returned 

after she killed the people in the desert.^ 

A brief dialogue ensues between the sun god and his daughter, who 
has returned. With no transition whatsoever, the second part of the 
story commences. It has to do with the preparation of a drink made of 
beer colored blood-red; Re has seven thousand jugs of it poured out 
over the land to protect humankind, which has evidently not yet been 
completely armihilated, from the goddess. The ruse succeeds: in the 
morning, when the goddess sees the "blood," she drinks it and 
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becomes intoxicated, forgetting humankind. This section contains a 
number of etiological asides regarding the origin of a cult, the prepa¬ 
ration of an intoxicating drink on the festival of Hathor, and the "time 
of suffering." The first and the second parts of the story are separated 
not only by a night, but also by a change of heart on the part of the 
sun god, who evidently rues his decision to annihilate the human 
race. The text, however, makes no mention of this matter! The third 
part deals with the creation of the sky. It begins with an admission by 
the sun god: "My heart is too weary to be with them (i.e., 
humankind)."^ This leads to the separation of sky and earth, deities 
and humankind. The sky is lifted up by Shu and his eight divine assis¬ 
tants in the form of a celestial cow along whose back the sun god trav¬ 
els. The humans, who remain behind on earth and are left to their 
own devices, go to war with one another, "and so slaughter came 
about among humankind.'"* 

After detailed instructions on how to prepare the accompanying 
illustration and where each caption is to be placed, there is a fourth, 
concluding section containing a dialogue whose theme is the creation 
of the netherworld, which must be prepared for the nightly journey of 
the sxm. Finally, the moon god Thotti is appointed as "vizier" and as 
the nocturnal stand-in for the sim. There are some final remarks con¬ 
cerning the recitation of the text; they serve to make the myth a mor¬ 
tuary text that can keep the reciter of these "divine words" alive even 
in the realm of the dead and transplant him among the gods, thus 
canceling the separation related in the story. Mythic processes are 
reversible, and when it is stated that the world is A and once was not- 
A, the original coimter-picture can again be realized m the story. The 
text is a myth about original sin: it relates how things came to the sep¬ 
aration of deities and humankind and thus to the sorrowful condi¬ 
tion, characterized as "slaughter," of the hum2inity left behind on 
earth. Recitation of the text by the cognoscenti, however, removes the 
sin and the separation and "resocializes" humankind, though only 
after death, in the divine realm: 

He who recites this spell will be alive in the realm of the dead, 
and respect for him will be greater than (for) those on earth. 

If they speak your names, 

(the celestial supports) Neheh and Djet, 

they will say, "He is [truly] a god!", 

they will say, "He has reached us here on this road!"® 

As noted, the Book of the Heavenly Cow consists of a text and a 
representation. The representation refers to the present condition of 
the world in the form of an icon: as a constellation and a construct of 
actions. We see the sun barque traveling, the gods of the air who serve 
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as supports, and the all-encompassing celestial cow. The text refers to 
the past, a time when Re was l^g over deities and humans together. 
The relationship between the two, the iconic and the narrative ele¬ 
ment, is that of a prelude: the picture represents the present condition, 
and the text narrates what preceded it, thereby pointing the way to its 
alleviation. In making the world, as it has become, transparent by 
drawing the contrasting picture of its origin, the myth makes use of 
the radiant power of the word to facilitate the restoration of its origi¬ 
nal unity, at least for the deceased, who, equipped with it, can associ¬ 
ate with deities. 


5 . 3 . The Engendering of the Child 

We must carefully distinguish between the sense of a myth, that is, the 
meaning of the story, cmd the purpose of its physical recording (or 
oral performcmce). Hie meaning of the myth of the heavenly cow has 
to do with the topic of original sin; the human condition is anthropo¬ 
logically and cosmologically situated in a differentiated cosmos in 
which deities cmd humcms occupy separate places, and this separa¬ 
tion is connected with a sin, a rebellion of humankind, and also with 
the aging process of the sim god. This myth has historical roots; it has 
often, and without doubt correctly, been cormected with the experi¬ 
ence of the collapse of the Old Kingdom. But its recording in royal 
tombs of Dynasty 19 stems from a much later period and pursues 
wholly different goals. Here, the myth is used as a cosmological mag¬ 
ical text for the king's ascent to the sky. The myth we shaU consider in 
what follows is significantly different on both levels, that of history 
and that of its recording, from the myth of the heavenly cow. The 
story deals with the king, who overall plays no role in the myth of the 
heavenly cow. Furthermore, it does not refer to primeval time as the 
vaguely imderstood prelude to an equally vaguely understood pres¬ 
ent, but rather to the immediate prelude to the immediate present. 
The recording of the myth is not a part of tomb decoration, but rather 
of temple decoration, and its goal is not related to the deceased king, 
but rather to the living one. The four preserved records of it are in 
temples of the New Kingdom: the mortuary temple of Hatshepsut at 
Deir el-Bahari, the Luxor temple of Amenophis in, the Ramesseum of 
Ramesses 11 (now reused in the temple of Medinet Habu), and the 
temple of Khonspekhrod, the divine child of the Theban triad, in front 
of the temple of Mut (Dynasty 22?). 

The story, which is not actually related in these attestations, but 
rather presented in a coherent series of tableaux, has to do with the 
divine descent of the royal child. Amim, king of the gods, decides to 
engender a new king in whose hands rule over the world will be 
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placed, one who will build temples to deities and increase their offer¬ 
ings, and in whose time abundance and fertility will reign. A mortal 
woman strikes his fancy; Thoth, the divine messenger, ascertains that 
she is none other than ^e queen herself. He conducts Amun, who has 
assumed the form of her royal husband, to the queen. The queen is 
awakened by the aroma of the god and realizes who is beside her. 
After the god "has done all he desired with her," she praises him with 
these words: 

How great is your power! 

The sight of your countenance is noble. 

You have surrounded me with your radiance, 

your scent is in all my limbs.® 

Amun forms the name of the future child from the words the couple 
exchange. He coirunands Khnum, the god who creates individuals 
and models humans on his potter's wheel, to fashion the child in his 
(i.e., Amun's) image. Khnum, along with Heqet, the goddess of child¬ 
birth, fashions the child. Thoth is sent to the queen to announce her 
pregnancy to her. Khnum and Heqet personally lead the expectant 
mother to the bed where she will give birth. A number of helpful 
deities and protective gerues stand beside her as she gives birth. The 
deity of the "birthing'brick" and personal destiny pronounces a bless¬ 
ing on the newborn child. The child is to be raised by the deities: 
Amun immediately sets it on his lap and recognizes his offspring, 
divine nurses suckle the child, and deities bestow blessings on it. As 
the child grows, it is circumcised, purified, and presented to the 
assembled deities of the land as the new king. 

The preserved copies proceed with the story in a highly idiosyn¬ 
cratic manner, breaking it down like a drama or a sacred play into fif¬ 
teen or seventeen scenes. The scenes represent the story in pictures, 
explaining it with narrative captions at the beginning and otherwise 
with the words that the deities exchange with one another, which are 
written beside them. The beginning corresponds exactly to what Hans 
Blumenberg has called "the categorical determination of the 'long- 
windedness' of mythological forms," that is, "the negation of the 
attribute 'omnipotence.'" Amun, the omniscient god, falls in love with 
a mortal woman and is obliged to inquire as to her identity. Amun, the 
omnipotent god, is obliged to assume the form of the king to gain 
access to the queen. All this is no theological statement, but rather nar¬ 
rative strategy in the service of dramatic tension. Then, with the fifth 
scene, the form of representation takes something of a turn: the deities 
merely play their typical roles in the framework of established con¬ 
stellations, just as in the sequence of scenes depicting the course of the 
sun or those serving as sacramental interpretation of ritual. For this 
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reason, scholars have taken these scenes, too, as the representation of 
a ritual. But it is scarcely conceivable that events such as engendering 
cind birth were ritually enacted. It is more likely that we are dealing 
with an ex post facto sacramental interpretation of these events. 

The cycle of scenes depicting ttie birth of the king is followed by a 
cycle depicting the coronation and the assumption of the throne. This 
is the actual event to which the birth scenes refer, in the sense of a prel¬ 
ude. The king's assumption of the throne was set in the light of a mythic 
prelude, just as the myth of the heavenly cow set tiie present condition 
of the world in the light of a prelude. In the latter, we are told how the 
rebellion of humankind led to the separation of sky and earth, a story 
whose mecining is that we live in a divided cosmos that has forfeited its 
original unity. Here, in the myth of the divine birth of the king, we are 
told that ttie coronation of the king fulfills the will of the god who 
engendered the child and "socialized" it into the divine realm to rule as 
king of the world in peace cmd fear of the god. The assumption of the 
throne is traced back to a divine intervention, and this intervention is 
dated to before the engenderment, to the spiritual "conception" of the 
king in the will of ttie god. This is a legitimizing myth. Its purpose is 
not only to explain a present situation by means of a story that occurred 
in the past, to mcike the present situation "readable" by filling it with 
meaning, but first and foremost, and unmistakably so, to provide a 
mythic basis for a given pretender's claim to the right to rule. 

The story of the divine descent of the royal child was first told of 
the three kings who began Dynasty 5, the dynasty that contented 
itself with more modest pyramids but added sim temples to them (see 
chapter 3.2.1) emd included the title "Son of Re" in the official royal 
titulary. The story is not preserved in the form of an official cycle of 
reliefs, however, but rather in a folk tale, in a context of wondrous 
legends. This fact suggests rather clearly that we are not dealing 
exclusively with a piece of official royal ideology, but with a concept 
that was related in the form of a story in various contexts and which 
must thus have had a certain general influence and popularity in 
ancient Egypt. The story is also familiar to us today and is still told in 
a variant that differs in only one respect from the Egyptian version: 
the kingdom of Christian tradition is not of this world. But Egyptian 
tradition prepared the way for even this transposition. At a specific 
point in Egyptian history, the myth changed its form and its point of 
reference. It became a festival drama that was enacted one or more 
times each year in all the larger temples in the land, and it referred, 
not to the birth of the king, but to that of the child god in the respec¬ 
tive temple triads. Now it was the new god who came into the world 
and ascended the throne. In this version, the emphasis of the myth 
shifted from its legitimizing to its explanatory and meaning-impart¬ 
ing function. It made "readable" and tolerable a contemporary situa- 
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tion in which the kingship lay in doubtful hands, in that the well¬ 
being of the land was in the hands of divinity. The Late Period in 
Egypt was a time of changing foreign rule. In this period, the myth 
lost its legitimizing reference. Because welfare was no longer embod¬ 
ied in the king, a festival drama was enacted to relate—or, rather, 
celebrate—^how a god had come to bring salvation into the world. 
Kingship was legitimated through worship of the child. 


5 . 4 . The Genealogy of the Cosmos and the Kingship 

When it wcis used as a cycle of reliefs on the walls of temples, the myth 
of the engendering and birth of the royal child considered in the pre¬ 
ceding section cdways referred to a specific monarch. It thus did not 
occur in illo tempore, in the piimevcd time when the foundations of pres¬ 
ent reality were laid, but rather in contemporary history, in which the 
god intervened in a miraculous way that spanned the gap between sky 
and e<irth. There is an older myth that legitimates not the historical per¬ 
son of a given king, but rather the institution of kingship. In the earli¬ 
est attestations, we are given little mote than a genealogical list: Atum, 
Shu and Tefnut, Geb and Nut, Osiris, Isis, Nephthys, Seth and Horus. 
To discern the meaning of this list, we must arrange its elements: 

Atum 


Shu and Tefnut 


Geb and Nut 

I-1-'—I-1 

Osiris, Isis, Nephthys, Seth 

*——I 

Horus 

The upper portion of the list is a cosmogony. Atum is the god of pre¬ 
existence. His name means both "to be nothing" and "to be every¬ 
thing": he is the AU in its condition of not-yet. In an act of self 
fertilization, he produces from himself the first divine couple: Shu 
(air) and Tefnut (fire). These then produce Geb and Nut, who are 
earth and sky. The Egyptians always connected this mytii with 
Heliopolis. Heliopolis was the original city, the primeval mound on 
which Atum was able to gain a foothold in order to create—or better, 
secrete—^Shu and Tefnut: 

You became high as the primeval mound, 
you arose as Benben 


119 



DIMENSIONS or DIVINE PRESENCE 

in the House of the Phoenix in Heliopolis. 

You spat out as Shu, 

you coughed up as Tefnut, 

you placed your arms around them 

as the arms of ka, 

so that your ka might be in them.^ 

This is the oldest and "classic" cosmogonical text in Egypt, which was 
recited and recorded again and again over time. Here, the cosmogo¬ 
nical process has not yet developed into a story that could be told. 
Rather, it appears imder the dominant aspect of a constellation: the 
embrace in which the father causes his creative life force to enter his 
children. In view of its concise form, we should speak of a "model" 
rather than of a myth. 

The cosmogonic model of Heliopolis exerted an imdiminished 
influence in Egyptian religion throughout the millermia of its history. 
The model's central concept is the "coming into being" of the cos¬ 
mos, as opposed to its creation. The Egyptian word is hpr, written 
with the picture of a scarab-beetle, a verb meaning "to come into 
being, assume form," and its derived noim hprw, "emanation, 
embodiment, development" (see chapter 3.2.1). Atum is "the one 
who came into being by himself," and everything else came into 
being from him. The cosmos "emanated" from Atum, Atum "turned 
himself into" the cosmos. Atum was not the creator, but rather the 
origin: everything "came into being" from him. In the course of time, 
this concept was repeatedly elaborated on, and we deal with a series 
of these elaborations in Part II, for they belong in the context of 
explicit theology. In Egypt, theological discourse was sparked by the 
problem of creation. In its very first expressions in the royal ritual 
texts of the Old Kingdom, this concept is already at a surprisingly 
abstract level. Although we have scarcely more than names in these 
texts, the texts are filled with meaning of which the Egyptians them¬ 
selves must always have been aware. From the very beginning, the 
two names Atum and Khepri/Kheprer designated one and the same 
divine being. Atum means "the finished," "the All" in the condition 
of nonexistence, and Khepri/Kheprer means "the Becoming One," 
which designates the changed aspect of the god in his spontaneous 
act of "coming into existence himself." At the same time, the two 
verbs from which these names are derived refer, in a manner that 
was quite transparent to the Egyptians, to the two aspects of time 
and eternity distinguished in the Egyptian language, neheh, "inex¬ 
haustible plenitude of time" of coming into being, and djet, the 
unchanging "continuation" of that which is completed. The 
Heliopolitan concept of the primeval creator god is less a mythology 
than the germ of a philosophy. 
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To this point, we have pursued only the cosmogonic reading of the 
list that served as our starting point. It took us as far as the third gen¬ 
eration, Geb and Nut, earth and sky, but it carmot explain the deities 
who follow. There is another reading, however, that can be applied to 
the entire list, one that refers to succession to royal office. Atum ruled 
as the first king over the cosmos that emerged from him. As a conse¬ 
quence of the events related in the myth of the heavenly cow, Shu 
succeeded him on the throne. After Shu, Geb reigned; this change on 
the throne is the nucleus of a lengthy mythic tale that is preserved on 
a monument of the Late Period. Geb and Nut had five children, with 
Horns the child of the divine couple Osiris and Isis, who were 
already united in their mother's womb. After Geb, Osiris ruled first, 
and he was assassinated by Seth. The royal office thus fell to Homs, 
but only as a claim and a task: he was obliged to fight for it, wresting 
it away from Seth and avenging the death of his father. This "crato- 
gonic" reading of the list is the actual mythological one: we can see 
how each change on the throne became a crystallization point of 
independent mythic discourse in a manner similar to the way in 
which theological discourse was kindled in the cosmogonic reading. 
In exact contrast to the cosmogony, however, the emphasis clearly 
lies at the end of the list: 

Cosmogony Cratogony 

Atum Isis Osiris Seth 

Shu Tefnut Homs 

We concern ourselves in the next section with the myths that crys¬ 
tallize around this end-constellation of the cosmo-cratogonic list from 
Heliopolis. Here, we consider only one point: the list begins and ends 
with a single god. Each of them stands in contrast with the deities 
who are grouped together: Atum as god of preexistence over against 
the deities who emerged from him, and Homs as the god who was 
incarnated, in each earthly, historical king, over agamst the deities 
who preceded him in the royal office in primeval times and who have 
now withdrawn to the sky. We thus have a threefold articulation in 


the temporal dimension: 


Preexistence 

Atum 


Shu Tefnut 

Primeval time 

Geb Nut 

Isis 

Osiris Seth Nephthys 

Historical time 

Homs 
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Which reading, the cosmogonic or the political, was the originally 
authoritative one? The answer is that this entire constellation was con¬ 
nected with the concept of the Ennead, a group of nine, and that Horns 
did not belong to the group. He was the god who stood over against 
the other deities, and thus the point from which the entirety was con¬ 
ceived. The starting point was the king. He was the incarnation of the 
god Horns, the son who ever and again has to overcome the death of 
his father to gain his throne. The Ennead before whom he must prove 
that he is the rightful heir to the throne is both his family and the cos¬ 
mos itself; read in descending order, his genealogy is a cosmogony. 
Therein lies the legitimacy of his office: it is the rule that the primeval 
god had exercised over those who emerged from him, the office of 
Atum, which had passed through the cosmogonic succession of the 
gods of air and earth to Osiris, the deceased father, and from him to the 
succession of historical kings in whom his son Horns was incarnate. 

It seems to me that three features of this Heliopolitan cosmogony 
are worth stressing, because they are typical of Egyptian religion as a 
whole: 

1. the "autogenesis" of the creator 

2. the posteriority of evil 

3. the continuity of cosmogony and history. 

The decisive cosmogonic event was the appearance of the primeval 
god who "came into existence on his own." This act of original spon¬ 
taneous genesis served as the model for every sunrise and every 
emergence of the land from the annual Nile flood, the actual "first 
moment," as the Egyptian concept of genesis was called. The second 
point has to do with the inevitability of the cosmogonic process. The 
maintenance of the cosmos, the work of the stm's course as a creatb 
continua in which the creator god who "came into being himself" 
caused a million forms to come into being from himself, had to be 
wrested through an ongoing defeat of the inimical forces of inertia 
and collapse into chaos. This antagonistic aspect was entirely absent, 
however, from the "first moment." Evil came into the cosmos only 
secondarily. We find indications of it already in connection with 
descriptions of the primeval condition in the Pyramid Texts: 

when sky and earth had not yet come into being, 

before the human race came into being and deities were bom, 

before death came into being.® 

before that which was secure came into being, 
before strife came into being, 

before fear regarding the Eye of Homs came into being.’ 
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The "strife" and the "fear regarding the Eye of Horus" are clear allu¬ 
sions to the conflict of Horus and Seth over the kingship. The origin of 
evil is evidently connected with the death of Osiris. From that time on, 
kingship and the preservation of the cosmos, of order and life, must be 
fought for cind wrested from evil. The atrocity committed by Seth 
brought death and evil into the world. This is evidently the point at 
which cosmogoruc primeval time turns into historical time. The 
Egyptians saw a break at this point and drew a clear boundary, so that 
we cannot speak of a "continuity of cosmogony cind history." But the 
decisive point is that the break is reversible. Although it determines the 
present situation, it Ccin be reversed. When Horus ascends the throne, 
the death of Osiris is overcome, his "wound" is "heeded." Although the 
myth points to a gap between the present world and its original unity, 
it also points to the way back and maintains a link with its origin. 


5 . 5 . The Myth of Osiris 

All three myths treated thus far have set a present situation in the 
light of a meaningful prelude. We may generalize by saying that myth 
ascribes a prelude to the present so as to explain it in a meaningful 
way (as in the myth of the heaveidy cow), to authenticate it (as in the 
myth of the divine birth of the king), or to ground it existentially and 
politically legitimize it (as in the Heliopolitan cosmogony). Myth is 
rooted in the present and reaches back from it so as to represent it as 
what it has become. This is especially true of the myth of Osiris, 
which constitutes the final act in the overarching context of the 
Heliopolitan cosmogony and in its political reading as a myth of suc¬ 
cession to the throne. It has to do with the present, with "the time in 
which we are," as stated explicitly in a text to which Erik Homung 
has drawn attention: 

What is it: this time in which we are? 

It is the bvirial of Osiris 

and making his son Horus ruler.*® 

Here, we find a specification of the two poles between which this story 
extends: the burial of the father and the coronation of his son—in any 
event, to the extent that this is a story about a father and his son. The 
myth of Osiris comprises a number of stories or constellations: a story 
about a wife that is played out between Osiris and Isis, one or perhaps 
two (difficult to distinguish) stories about rival brothers played out 
between Osiris and Seth and between Horus and Seth, and a story 
about a mother and her child played out between Isis and Horus. It was 
actually Plutarch who first gathered all these stories into the single. 
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comprehensive context of the "myth of Osiris." Here, too, we must dis¬ 
tinguish between the story—or the cycle of stories—on the one hand, 
and on the other hand, the various forms in which it was told. If we do 
not begin with the Greek text of Plutarch, which is a reconstruction of 
the story, but rather with the forms in which the Egyptians expressed 
it, we see that it can clearly be grouped around the four or five afore¬ 
mentioned basic constellations of icons, each of which is a nucleus for 
the crystallization of texts that exist in highly diverse contexts; mortu¬ 
ary texts, magical texts, royal texts, and so forth. 

No other myth (or cycle of myths) was even remotely as intensely 
woven into the cultural life of ancient Egypt, or in so many ways. This 
fact constitutes a striking difference between the religion of Egypt and 
other polytheistic religions. With regard to ancient Egypt, we can almost 
speak of a (distinct tendency toward) "monomyth," as the philosopher 
Odo Marquard of Giessen has called it. Polytheistic religions are also 
"polymythic." The Hindu, Sumero-Babylonian, Canaanite, and Greek 
religions offer ample demonstration of this statement. Egypt was an 
exception in this regard, and we may suspect that myth was more a polit¬ 
ical ^an a religious phenomenon and thus correlated with the expressly 
monarchic structure of the Egyptian state rather than with the polytheis¬ 
tic structure of Egyptian religion. To some extent, this point is correct. We 
must not forget, however, that the influence of the Osiris cycle was in no 
way confined to the official sphere. On the contrary, no offier myth was 
more popular or played as great a role in healing spells, popular tales, 
and offier private literary genres. Osiris was not a "state god" like Re and 
later Amun-Re. From the Middle Kingdom on, at the latest, he was gen¬ 
erally recognized as the god of the dead, and his jurisdiction and worship 
extended to everything mortal. Along with the worship of Osiris, there 
was a distinct tendency to "democratize" exclusive forms of cult and 
belief. Nevertheless, it remained true that the myth of Osiris retained a 
distinctively political dimension of meaning, so that it can be designated, 
with complete justification, as the mythic articulation of the Egyptian 
concept of the state. It would perhaps not be surprising if Osiris had 
occupied the supreme position in the Egyptian pantheon, with the result 
that he played the principal role in nearly all the stories about deities. But 
that was in no way the case. Although Osiris was one of the most impor¬ 
tant deities, he was no "Supreme Being." In Egypt, such concepts were 
connected with the sun god, who was the antithesis of Osiris. Let us 
therefore set aside such hasty conclusions and allow the fact to remain 
that Osiris, without being the supreme deity or a state god, experienced 
a development in the mythic dimension that outshone aU the other 
deities or even connected them to him. 

The following treatment of the Osiris myth is oriented toward the 
sources, and it is therefore less concerned with the underlying story or 
stories than with the forms in which the myth found practical application 
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and expression. It is therefore divided into the five nuclei around which 
such forms of e^qpression crystallized. 

5.5.1. SECTION one: death, search for the body, burial, 

MOURNING 

There is a spell from the Pyramid Texts that occurs in the Coffin Texts 
as part of a mortuary liturgy for the nocturnal wake for the deceased, 
and which probably already served a similar purpose in the Old 
Kingdom. It refers to what was most likely the starting point of the 
Osiris story in every Egyptian version of the myth (^ough not in 
Plutarch, who expanded it with a prelude): 

The <f/e(f-pillar of the mandjet-harque is loosened for its lord. 

The d/ed-pillar of the mandjet-harque is loosened for its protector, 

Isis comes, Nephthys comes, 
the one from the west, 

5 the other from the east, 
the one as a screeching bird, 
the other as a mourning bird. 

They have foimd Osiris 

his brother Seth having thrown him onto the ground in Nedit. 

10 When Osiris said, "Get off me," 
his name Sokar came into existence. 

They prevent you from decaying, 

in accordance with this your name Anubis, 

they prevent your bodily fluids from dripping to the ground, 

15 in ttiis your name of Upper Egyptian Jackal, 
they prevent your body from smelling foul, 
in this your name of Horns of Chaty. 

They prevent Horus of the East from decaying, 

they prevent Horus, Lord of the Subjects from decaying, 

20 they prevent Horus of the Netherworld from decaying, 

and they prevent Horus, Lord of the Two Lands from decaying. 

Truly, Seth will not be freed 

from carrying you, Osiris, in eternity. 

Awake for Horus, 

25 stand up against Seth, 

Lift yourself, Osiris, 

first-bom son of Geb, 

before whom the two Enneads tremble! 

The guardian rises before you, 

30 the New Moon Festival is celebrated for you. 
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SO that you may appear at the Month Festival. 

Fare south over the sea, 
cross the ocean, 

for you are the one who stands unwearying, 

35 who resides in Abydos. 

You are radiant in Light-land, 
you endure in the Land of Enduring. 

Your hand will be taken by the has of Heliopolis, 
your hand will be grasped by Re, 

40 your head will be lifted by the two Enneads. 

They set you, Osiris, 

at the head of the two sanctuaries of the bas of Heliopolis. 

You live, you live, 
lift yourself!^^ 

The text does not relate a story; rather, it explains cultic acts and their 
situative framework by an event in the divine realm, which is 
extended temporally into a prelude and a subsequent story and 
expanded into a construct of mythic actions. The cultic situation is the 
wake in the embalming hall (note the clear allusions to the context of 
embalming in verses 12-21) and the cultic appearance of the two 
mourning women in the roles of Isis and Nephthys, as known from 
many later mortuary texts and recitations in the Osiris cult. The focus 
of this (cultic) scene is the body of the deceased king, which is lying 
on the embalming table or in its coffin. This appearance is celebrated 
and explained as the discovery of the corpse of Osiris. The prelude to 
this event results from the logical presuppositions of this motif. 

The discovery must be preceded by a search, as expressly noted in 
other spells from the Pyramid Texts: 

To be spoken by Isis and Nephthys: 

The screeching bird comes, the mourning bird comes, 
it is Isis and Nephthys. 

They have come in search of their brother Osiris, 
in search of their brother, this King Pepy... 

Lying down must be preceded by a felling, death by a killing: 

You have come in search of your brother Osiris, 
after his brother Seth felled him on his side, 
on that side of Geheset.^^ 

On the mythic level, the meaning of the cultic event, the appearance of the 
two mourning women beside the body of the king, is supplemented by a 
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prelude: Isis and Nephthys, after traversing the land in search of their 
brother Osiris, find him in a place called Nedit or Geheset, murdered by 
his brother Seth. These events are the prelude in the divine realm, in 
whose light the present—the mourning and embalming of the king—are 
set. In this light, and this is evidently the sense of such an explanation, 
despair is overcome and action is possible. Seth, the embodiment of the 
cause of death, must be called to account for his evil deed. The death of 
Osiris will not thus be undone, but it will be integrated into the order of 
the world, which has been disturbed. Another Pyramid Texts spell, which 
had exactly the same history of adoption as spell 532 (dted at the outset 
of this section) and thus doubtless bdongs to ^e same context of a funer¬ 
ary wake liturgy in the embalming hall, is explicit on this point: 

The sky is in a turmoil, 
the earth quakes. 

Horus comes, 

Thoth appears, 

to prop Osiris up on his side 

and cause him to appear before the two Enneads. 

Remember, Seth, 
take to heart 

that word that Geb has spoken, 
that reproach the gods have made against you 
in the House of the Noble at Heliopolis, 
because you have smitten Osiris. 

When you said, Seth, 

"I have not done this to him," 

that you might have power thereby, 

because you were saved and gained power over Horus; 

when you said, Seth, 

"It was he who attacked me," 

and that name of his of Earth-attacker came into being; 
when you said, Seth, 

"It was he who struck me," 
and his name Orion came into being, 
with long leg and broad stride, 
at the head of Upper Egypt. 

Lift yourself, Osiris, 

for Seth lifted himself 

when he heard the reproach of the gods 

who spoke about the father of the gods. 

(Give) Isis your arm, Osiris, 


127 



DIMENSIONS OF DIVINE PRESENCE 

and Nephthys your hand, 
that you may go between them. 

The sky has been given to you, 
the earth has been given to you, 
the Field of Reeds, 

the moimds of Horns and the moimds of Seth, 
the cities have been given to you, 
the nomes have been united for you by Atum; 
the one who speaks about it is Geb.^^ 

This spell, which refers to the appearance of two priests in the roles of 
Horus cind Thoth (these are typical roles of the seni-priest and the chief 
lector priest) in the context of the same cultic situation that underlies 
spell 532, places not motiming but justification in the foreground. Both 
spells proceed from the situation of the deceased lying on his bier, emd 
both set it in the light of a mythic situation or an event in the divine 
realm: the discovery of Osiris, who has been slain by his brother Seth. 
The mythic explanation facilitates action; in spell 532, the action of the 
mourning women, who bewail the deceased as Isis and Nephthys, 
embalm and awaken him, and in spell 477, dted here, the action of the 
priests, who as Horus and Thoth justify the deceased by putting his 
murderer on trial. Death is not an end, but the beginning of the funer¬ 
ary rites, and thus it is also the begirming of the story that explains 
diese rites. If we wish to locate die story at die point where it becomes 
spoken, we must point to death as its starting point and its theme. The 
Osiris myth overcomes the experience of death by according this 
apparently catastrophic and hopeless situation an orientation in which 
it becomes meaningful to say to the deceased: "Arise!" "Stand up!" 
"Lift yourself!"—called out to the deceased as he lies stretched out, 
these exhortations constitute a coitunon element shared by the two 
texts. They occur in a himdred other spells of the Pyreimid Texts, and 
in later funerary literature, they are expanded into lengttry recitations 
and litanies that make a refrain of them, consistently addressing them 
to the deceased lying on the bier or to Osiris. The longest of these 
"raise yourself" litanies is in the Osiris sanctuary on the roof of the 
temple of Hathor at Dendara from the Roman Period. We can summa¬ 
rize all these recitations, from the Pyramid Texts through the latest 
Osirian mysteries, as a genre of "raise-yourself spells." The meaning 
and function of these spells become tangible in these injimctions, 
which constitute their common element and their focal point. 
Addressed to the deceased lying inert, the spells say, "Raise yourself!" 
on various mythic groimds. Their function is to raise the dead. 

The history of the genre teaches us that the iiqimction "raise yourself" 
must be older than its reference to Osiris. In some texts it is addressed 
by a son to his father with no mythic role-playing, and scholars have 
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correctly seen these as the survival of very ancient concepts. The attitude 
express^ in this injunction thus probably did not develop out of the 
Osiris myth; on the contrary, it was one of the sources of the myth. A 
hope handed down from prehistoric times, a belief in the non-finality 
of death, that it could be dealt with, eind the practice of an original mor¬ 
tuary cult derived from this belief, created a mythic framework in 
which this act remained meaningful in a world that was becoming 
more complex. What was special about this mythic freimework of 
action was that in it, both grief and hope had their place and their jus¬ 
tification. Osiris was the object both of mourning that was directed 
backwards, that derived from the experience of loss, and of acts that 
looked forward, that sprung from a belief that a disturbed order could 
be restored. The myth extended the temporal horizon of the situation 
of the deceased both forward and backward, breaking the seal of death. 
AH this took form in Osiris: he was the mourned and resurrected god 
who experienced and overcame death. It should not be said that the 
form of Osiris developed from the funerary rites and the attitude 
toward death expressed in them. I assert this genesis only for the myth, 
not for the form of the god. Osiris was an important deity who embod¬ 
ied more than just the deceased father and husband in whom the funer¬ 
ary rites found their mythic archetype. Seth was another important 
deity, more than just the personification of the cause of death. But these 
are the roles the myth assigns to them. The myth is not theology, it does 
not inquire after the essence of the gods; rather, it surrounds human actions 
with a story that invests them with meaning. "Knowledge," wrote 
Nietzsche, "kills action. Action takes place m a veil of illusion." Myth 
creates this veil, niis is an admittedly tankind formulation with regard 
to an "illusion" that sustained mHlermia. It is only in retrospect that we 
can determine what vision was veiled by the myth. For those con¬ 
cerned, however, it opened a veiled present. 

5.5.2. SECTION two: conception AND BIRTH OF THE CHILD 

Osiris was the dying and rising god, the mythic precedent and guar¬ 
antee that one could say to the deceased king, and later to every 
deceased person, "Stand up!" The fact that he had risen invested 
these words with meaning. As is well known, this role of Osiris has 
led to his being classified with a series of "dying and rising" vegeta¬ 
tion gods from western Asia: Tammuz, Attis, Adonis. This might be 
true of him to a certain extent. Without doubt, Osiris had a relation¬ 
ship with the agricultural cycle and other processes of death and 
rebirth in nature. There are striking commonalities in ritual, such as 
the preparation of fast-blooming miniature beds in an eight-day festi¬ 
val cycle, which is also attested for Adonis. Perhaps these are traits in 
the essence of Osiris that predestined him for his role in myth. But his 
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myth differs in essential respects from those of the vegetation gods of 
western Asia. The most important of these is that it encompasses two 
generations. Osiris rises in hb son, but he himself abides in the 
netherworld as the deceased father whose royal rule has been passed 
on to his son. We shall return to this point below, in 5.5.5; what is 
important here is to be able to understand the meaning of the postiiu- 
mous engendering of the son in the story as a whole. Osiris does not 
rise from death or return to this world. He b awakened from tt\e sleep 
of death by the mourning, embalming, and transfiguration rituals 
only to the extent that bis is able to conceive a son by him, one who 
will avenge his father's death and thus in a certain way "save" him. 

The conception of Horus thus belongs to the funeral rites, so it b 
no surprise that it is principally mortuary texte that make reference to 
it. Pyramid Texte spell 632, the most important instance in that cor¬ 
pus, has already been cited in chapter 4.1 (see the text at note 7 there). 
Horus is the mythic role of the son and successor to the throne. He 
carries out the burial of hb father, and his appearance in thb ritual b 
accounted for by the myth of his posthumous engendering in pre¬ 
cisely the sense of a legitimizing prelude, just as the mytii of the birth 
of the king represented a legitimizing prelude to hb coronation. The 
role of Horus accrues to the son and/or successor to the throne only 
at the death of the king, so that the latter is reborn as Horus by means 
of this death. The Coffin Texte preserve a lengthy text that must stem 
from a cult drama of the birth of Horus: 

Lightning flashes, the gods are in fear. 

Isis awakes, pregnant with the seed of her brother Osiris. 

The woman gets up quickly, 

her heart joyful because of the seed of her brother Osiris. 

She says, "O gods, 

I am Isb, the sbter of Osiris, 

who mourns over the father of the gods; 

Osirb, who mediated the slaughter of the Two Lands, 
his seed is in my body. 

I have fashioned the form of a god in the egg 

as the son of him at the head of the Ennead, 

that he might assume rule over this land, 

the heir of his father Geb, 

who will put in a word on behalf of his father, 

who will kill Seth, the enemy of his father Osiris. 

Come, O gods, 

and protect him within my womb. 

Know in your hearts 

that he is your lord, this god in his egg, 

mighty in form, the lord of the gods. 
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greater and more beautiful than they, 
adorned with two feathers of lapis-lazuli." 

"Oho," says Atum, 

"your heart is wise, O woman! 

How do you know that this is the god, 
the lord and heir of the Eimead, 
whom you are making within the egg?" 

"I am Isis, who is more effective 
and more illustrious than all the gods! 

It is a god in my womb, 
he is the seed of Osiris." 

Then Atum said, "If you are pregnant, you should hide, young woman, 
that you may bear the one with whom you are pregnant against (i.e., 
against the will of) the gods! 

For truly, he is the seed of Osiris. 

That enemy who killed his father shall not come! 

Otherwise, he will destroy the egg in its infancy. 

The one rich in magic (i.e., Seth) shall be in fear before him."^® 

The text continues, but the passage cited is sufficient to represent the 
mythic situation, the event in the divine realm, that is referred to here 
in the dramatic form of a dialogue. In the Coffin Texts, the spell was 
supposed to serve the deceased by enabling him to transform into a 
falcon, that is, to assume the chciracteristic form of Horns. But this is 
clearly a secondary use of this text, whose actual origin must be 
sought in a cultic drama similar to the drama of the divine birth, the 
same transformation of the myth of the royal birth that we encounter 
in the temples of the Graeco-Roman era. 


5.5.3. SECTION three: THE BIRTH AND UPBRINGING OF 
THE CHILD 

With the conception of the son, the first sequence of events in the 
divine realm comes to an end; at the same time, this event plants the 
seed of a new sequence in which Horus will play the principal role. 
The mortuary texts refer primarily to the first sequence, in which 
Osiris stands in the foregroimd of the action, for Osiris is the figure 
with whom the deceased is identified; the texts are supposed to per¬ 
mit the deceased to share in the mythic precedent of his salvation 
from death, making them magical texts for healing the deceased. The 
texts that fall into the third section are mostly magical healing texts in 
the strictest sense of the term. The Horus child was the figure with 
whom the sick were identified. Osiris is absent from the cycle of 
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episodes in the third section. In one of these spelb, it is said once that 
he had "gone out for a walk": 

Horns was a child in the nest. 

A fire befell his limbs, 

he did not know it, and it did not know him. 

His mother was not there to exorcise it, 
his father had gone out for a walk 
with Haphap and Amset. 

The son was small, the fire was strong, 
no one was there to save him from it. 

Isis came out from the workhouse 
at the time she loosened her thread. 

"Come, my sister Nephthys, 
with me, accompany me! 

I was numb, my thread was around me. 

Let me pass, that I may do what I can, 

that I may quench it with my milk 

and with the healthy water between my thighs!"** 

Most of the texts in the third section of the Osiris myth are of this sort. 
They deal with the upbringing of the child: 

I am Isis, who was pregnant with her nestling, 
who carried the divine Horns. 

I bore Horns, the son of Osiris 
in the falcon's nest in Khemmis. 

I rejoiced over it greatly, 

for I beheld the avenger of his father. 

I hid him, I sheltered him 
out of fear of that one (i.e., Seth), 

I wandered through Yamu begging 
out of fear of the evildoer. 

I spent the day seeking (nourishment for) the child, 
in order to care for him. 

I returned to embrace Horus, 

I found him, the beautiful Horus of gold, 
the helpless child, the fatherless, 

how he had moistened the bank with the water of his eyes 

and the spittle of his Ups, 

his body was weak, his heart was faint, 

the vessels of his body did not beat. 
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I cried out, "It is I, I!" 

but the child was too weak to answer. 

My breasts were full, (his) body was empty, 

(his) mouth longed for its nourishment. 

The wells overflowed, yet the child was thirsty. 

My heart leaped from its place in great fear. 

The helpless child refused the jug, he had been alone too long. 

I was afraid, for no one came to help me, 
for my father was in the netherworld, my mother in the 
cemetery, 

my older brother was in the coffin, 
and the other one an enemy, 

persevering in the aggressiveness of his heart toward me, 
and my yovmger sister was in his house. 

Thus begins one of the longest magical healing texts against scorpion 
bites. There was much use of magic in Egyptian medicine, and such 
magical healing was a preferred occasion for the recitation of myth. 
Aside from certain works of popular literature from the Ramesside 
Period (we shall discuss one of these later in 5.5.4), such magical texts 
contain the most detailed mythic narratives preserved to us. Among 
these, the myth of Osiris plays a dominant role, and a nearly exclusive 
one in its third section. The helplessness of the Horns child was the 
archetype of all patients, and Isis' magical and maternal protective 
power was the archetype of medical help. 

Instead of seeing jvist extracts from the myth of Osiris in these texts, 
we can regard them as an entirely independent cycle of myths, myths 
about mother and child with a meaning of their own, which neither pre¬ 
suppose the first and second sections as a prologue nor view sections 
foiu and five as an epilogue. These myths have their own characters— 
Isis and the Horus child—and above all their own stage, Khemmis. 
Khemmis was a mythic place in the delta, hidden and inaccessible, 
where Isis raised her child Horus in total seclusion. Mythic places are 
everywhere and nowhere, just like mythic times, which, according to the 
famous definition of Saliustius, "never happened, yet always are." Any 
temple in the land could represent this mythic place. Thus, for example. 
Queen Hatshepsut's Hathor sanctuary at Deir el-Bahari was understood 
as a representation of this mythical Khemmis, showing that the influence 
of this icon reached far beyond the magical texts. In the holy of holies of 
this Hathor chapel is a representation of a cow emerging from the 
papyrus thicket of Khemmis, with the royal child kneeling and nursing 
from her udder. The following speech is attributed to the cow: 

(I) have come to you, (my) beloved daughter Hatshepsut, 
to kiss your hand and to lick your limbs, 
to permeate your majesty with life and well-being. 
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as (I) did for Horus 

in the papyrus thicket of Khenunis. 

(I) have suckled your majesty at (my) breast, 

(I) have filled you with my effective power, with this my water of life 
and well-being. I am (your mother who has raised) your body, 

(I) have created your beauty. 

(I) have come to be your protection and to cause you to taste of my 
milk, that you might live and endure by means of it.** 

Here, the icon of mother and child has been entirely removed from the 
context of the myth of Osiris. As mother of the Horus child, Isis, who in 
this instance has been merged with Hathor, is not only the great heal¬ 
ing goddess, but also the bestower of legitimate kingship. Her milk not 
only heals illness, it makes the child a king, it "creates," as the Egyptian 
terminology puts it, "his beauty." Isis is the "kingmaker" par excel¬ 
lence. Even in the "Potter's Oracle" of the Ptolemaic Period, which has 
been preserved to us in Greek and serves to express political opposi¬ 
tion, it is said of the prophesied savior-king that he will "come from the 
sun and be enthroned by the great goddess Isis." The king steps into the 
role of the royal child in the constellation of the mother-goddess Isis in 
order to incorporate the kingship of Horus into himself by means of her 
milk. In Egypt, the legitimate, salvation-bringing king was not the 
"anointed one," but the "suckled one." Many temple reliefe, particu¬ 
larly from the New Kingdom, represent him in this role, in the arms 
and at the breast of the mother-goddess Isis. 

5.5.4. SECTION four: the contendings of horus and 

SETH 

If we have the impression that the narrative of the birth and upbring¬ 
ing of the Horus child in the ttiiid section of the Osiris myth consisted 
of relatively independent myths that did not derive their meaning from 
the overarching context, but rather from their underl3nng icon of the 
divine mother and her child, in the case of the fourth section, the inde¬ 
pendence of its myths of a contending must stand as demonstrated fact. 
In the fourtti section, the following are almost inextricably intertwined: 

1. The icon of the two fraternal antagonists in whose struggle and 
subsequent reconciliation the idea of the Egyptian realm as a 
"dual unity" or "united duality" was embodied 

2 . the "Hamlet" motif of the son who was obliged to avenge his 
uncle's murder of his father and thereby win the crown. 

In both of these traditions, there is a conflict. In both, the rivals are 
Horus and Seth; in both, they are called "brothers," even though they 
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are \mcle and nephew in the second; and in both, rule over Egypt is 
at stake. In the first, however, Osiris is not mentioned, Seth is not a 
murderer, and Horus is not an avenger. Their conflict has no motive 
other than the antagonism of the south and the north, of Upper and 
Lower Egypt, which might have had a historical basis (Upper Egypt 
as a primarily nomadic society. Lower Egypt as a primarily agricul¬ 
tural, sedentary one), but perhaps merely springs from the opposi¬ 
tions typical of Egyptian thought. For this conflict, in which Seth rips 
out one of Horus' eyes and Horus rips off Seth's testicles, is again 
none other than a prelude that is supposed to explain the present con¬ 
dition: the globality of pharaonic rule and the (inner) peace of the 
governed spheres are expressed in this icon of conflicting and recon¬ 
ciled brothers as the result of a union and reconciliation. The conflict 
is always in the past, the present is characterized by the balance of the 
reconciled opposites and the united portions. Here, Seth is not actu¬ 
ally conquered, let alone damned and banished. Rather, the opposi¬ 
tion is transcended into a higher unity in which the two brothers in 
corrflict find their justice and their place. In this evidently very old 
conception, Horus and Seth are incorporated in the king. 

In the second tradition, the accent of the conflict of Horus and Seth 
is decisively shifted in cormection with the myth of Osiris. Seth is a 
murderer, Horus an avenger; Seth is powerful but in the wrong, 
Horus is weak but has right on his side. There can be no balance, no 
reconciliation of right and wrong. Although physical confrontation 
also plays a certain role in the narratives belonging to this second tra¬ 
dition, this is simply because Seth is a violent god. But it is critical 
that here, the conflict assumes the character of a case at law that is 
conducted at Heliopolis, in the "Hall of Geb" or the "House of the 
Noble," before the two Ermeads as a panel of magistrates with Geb 
(or Atum) as Chief Justice and Thoth as clerk of the court. The con¬ 
flict aims for a result in which one of the "two lords" is definitively 
excluded from the rulership. 

This neat separation of motifs and a division into two mythic cycles 
that were at least originally independent of one another is a theoreti¬ 
cal construct. In reality, the texts mix these complexes of motifs in var¬ 
ious ways. The change of meaning that the myth of the battle of Horus 
and Seth experienced in the framework of the myth of Osiris did not 
render the original constellation invalid. Both the "constellation of the 
uniting of the Two Lands" and the "constellation of avenging the 
death of the father" coexisted in Egyptian tradition and interpene¬ 
trated one another. Of all the basic icons or constellations in the myth 
of Osiris, those of the fourth section were the most widespread. Even 
this fact is connected with the two streams of tradition that flowed 
together. Horus and Seth's lawsuit over the succession to the throne 
became the archetype of the Judgment of the Dead and the "justifica- 
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tion" by means of which every deceased person hoped to triumph 
over death. For this reason, there are many references to the fourth sec¬ 
tion in the mortuary texts: 

The earth is hacked up, 

after the two comrades (i.e., Horus and Seth) have battled, 
after their feet have dug up the divine pond in Heliopolis. 

Thoth comes, clothed in his dignity, 

after Atum has distinguished him before the two powers (i.e., Horus 
and Seth), who are satisfied therewith, 
that the battle might cease and the strife come to an end, 
that the flame that blazed might be put out, 
that the redness might be calmed before the divine corporation 
when it sits to pronoimce justice before Geb. 

Hail, you princes of the gods! 

NN is justified before you on this day, 
as Horus was justified against his enemy 
on that day of coronation. 

May he (i.e., NN) be happy among you, 

as Isis was happy 

on that beautiful day of singing 

when her son Horus took the Two Lands in triumph. 

Hail, O corporation of deities, 

which will dispense justice to Osiris NN 

because of that which he said when he did not (yet) know, 

when it was well with him, before he suffered pain! 

Go around him, stand behind him, 

so that Osiris NN might be justified before Geb, the crown prince of 
the gods, 

by that god who will judge him according to his knowledge, 
after he has appeared, his feather on his head 
and his righteousness before him, 
while his enemies are in grief, 

and he triumphantly takes possession of all that is his. 

Hail, Thoth, in whom is the peace of the gods, 
and all the judges who are with you! 

Command that they come out to NN 

to hear all the good that he says on this day, 

for he is this feather that rises in the land of the god, 

which Osiris brought to his son Horus, 

that he might set it on his head as a sign 

of his justification over his enemies. 

It is he who crushed the testicles of Seth, 
he does not perish, he does not die .. 
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And so forth. In this text from a mortuary liturgy recorded in the 
Coffin Texts, the battle between the brothers Horns and Seth—in the 
sense of the first tradition—is linked—in the sense of the second tra¬ 
dition—^with Horus' mythic suit over the succession to the throne, 
and the latter is then represented as the archet5T3e of a judgment in 
which the deceased will "today"—probably on the very day of his 
death—prevail over his enemies and obtain "justification." TTiis was 
the origin of the later concept of the Judgment of the Dead, in which 
every deceased person was obliged to answer before the tribimal of 
Osiris in the "Hall of the Two Truths." 

But even in a royal mortueuy text from Dynasty 19 (ca. 1200 b.c.e.), 
we meet with the mythic suit over the succession to the throne as 
precedent for the justification of the deceased: 

I (the goddess Neith) bring you Geb, that he might look after you, 

I grant that he says of you, "My eldest son," 
that he says of you, "My office belongs to him!" 

"May the bad one fare badly, may the faulty one suffer fault!" 

(...) Geb speciks to Osiris in the presence of the Ermead cind the two 
sanctuaries: 

"(...) Justification belongs to Osiris King Memeptah. 

He praises you (i.e., Osiris) as king of the gods. 

The netherworld cind the west are in his hand, 
while the Two Lands belong to his son Homs." 

(...) Thoth writes it down for you, 
according to the statement of Re-Atum.^° 

This is no age-old mortuary text, but one written especially for King 
Memeptah at the end of the thirteenth century b.c.e. Even at this time, 
one and a half millennia after the age of the p)rramids, the topos of the 
lawsuit between Horus and Seth in the "House of the Noble" at 
Heliopolis had not lost its explanatory power. The judgment pro¬ 
nounced on Horus in this suit— mV-hrw, "tme of voice," that is, that he 
was right in his statement—^was an obligatory addition to the name of 
every deceased person from the Middle Kingdom on. Just like Horus 
m his lawsuit with Seth, every deceased person was to emerge "justi¬ 
fied" from the examination that decided his fate in the afterlife. The 
suit over the succession to the throne constituted the mythic prelude 
m whose light the present situation, the "now" of the deceased's 
arrival in the realm of the dead, was explained, notwithstanding the 
fact that it had been about rule over Egypt and not about eternal life. 

The assumption of rule over Egypt at the moment a new king 
ascended the iiu-one, is thus probably to be viewed as the this-worldly 
situation that received its meaning from the prelude of the myth of 
the legal proceeding between Horus and Seth. In fact, we find many 
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allusions in royal inscriptions to the fact that the king has united the 
'^two portions" in his hand, and thus that after the death of his pred¬ 
ecessor, he has again united and assembled in its entirety an inheri¬ 
tance that had been disputed and divided among rival pretenders. A 
version of the myth that King Shabaka of Dynasty 25 (ca. 700 b.c.e.) 
had copied onto stone from a worm-eaten papyrus original likely also 
falls into this context of political function. Opinions differ by two mil¬ 
lennia regarding the age of the original; some scholars have dated it 
to the beginning of Egyptian history, and others to the Old Kingdom, 
whereas more recently, some have dated it to the Ramesside Period or 
even the reign of Shabaka himself. The difficulty of dating the text 
speaks to the undiminished relevance of the myth. The passage that 
interests us here could just as well belong to the Old Kingdom as to 
the New Kingdom: 

(Geb, the crown prince of the gods, commanded) 
that the Ennead assemble. 

He separated Horus and Seth 

and forbade that they continue fighting, 

by placing Seth as king of Upper Egypt in the southland 

as far as the place where he was bom, in Sw. 

And Geb placed Horus as Lower Egyptian king in the northland 
as far as the place where his father drowned, in PssM^zvy. 

So Horus stood over the one place and Seth over the other. 

They were reconciled regarding the Two Lands in Ayan; 
that is the boundary of the Two Lands. 

But Geb regretted 

that the share of Horus was the same as the share of Seth. 

And so Geb gave his inheritance to Horus, 
for he was the son of his son, his first-bom. 

Geb said to the Ennead, "I have decided on Homs—you—^as the 
heir to the 

throne, who alone..." 

Then Homs stood (as king) over the land. 

It happened that mshes and papyrus were brought to the double 
door of the temple of Ptah: 

that means Horus and Seth, who were at peace and allied with one 
another— 

they swore friendship that they would no longer contend in any 
[place] they [went].^^ 

This version combines the two traditions, the battle between the brothers 
that ends in reconciliation and the case at law that ends in a judgment, in 
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such a way that at first, the reconciled brothers rule jointly over the 
apportioned inheritance, and then Geb revises his decision and installs 
Horus as sole heir over the unified realm. But although the revised judg¬ 
ment excluded Seth from the rulership, the text concludes by again 
stressing the motif of reconciliation. For the Egyptians, these two aspects 
did not seem mutu2illy exclusive, but rather, equeiUy important: the 
aspect of reconciled antagonism represented by the first judgment, and the 
aspect of undivided sole rule proclaimed by the second judgment. 

Scholars have tended to see this myth as containing historical remi¬ 
niscences of the time of the unification of the TWo Lands, when, after 
Upper and Lower Egypt had been opposed to one another as rival 
chieftainships, Upper Egypt first won ^e upper hand over the delta 
and then, with the establishment of a united realm with its seat at 
Memphis, the Lower Egyptian culture set the tone because of its higher 
level of civilization. But such a historical reference seems far too nar¬ 
row. The historical reality of this myth surely lies not in the individual 
episodes of the action, but rather in the axiological system it founds 
with its narrative. Values such as the overcoming of antagonism, the 
balancing of opposites, the reconciliation and uniting of contending 
parties, integration of portions, the achievement of an overarching 
whole, the consolidation of rule in a single hand, and so forth, were a 
relevant evidence for Egyptians of all periods. All of Egyptian history 
is characterized by the ever-repeated effort to achieve and maintain the 
unity of the "dual kingdom" against its (as it were) natural tendency to 
collapse. The case at law between Horus and Seth was the mythic 
archetype of an ever-present historical reality, one that had assumed a 
special relevance in the period when the text was copied onto stone, 
"^e kings of Dynasty 25 stemmed from Napata at the Fourth Cataract, 
and they had left their home in Nubia and invaded Egypt with the goal 
of reuniting in a single hand the rulership that had fallen into a multi¬ 
plicity of individual princedoms. Their policy was motivated by the 
same values of reconciliation, union, and centralization that are devel¬ 
oped in the myth of the lawsuit between Horus and Seth. 

Of all the myths in the Osiris cycle, the complex of myths about 
Horus and Seth was the most widespread. We have become 
acquainted with mortuary beliefs and official royal propaganda as the 
areas in which these stories were most often used. But we also find 
them in the everyday world, in magical spells used for healing pur¬ 
poses, in calendars that cite a mythic event for each day of the year 
and thus deem it to be a lucky or unlucky one, and finally in a work 
of popular literature from the Ramesside Period, Papyrus Chester 
Beatty I. This text, which is the complete antithesis of the archaizing, 
hieratic style of the Memphite Theology of Shabaka, tells the story, as 
its discoverer and editor Sir Alan Gardiner aptly remarked, "in the 
style of Offenbach.The ups and downs of a legal proceeding 
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imfold in a burlesque and even an apparently satirical manner in 
which the divine corporation, which is biased, unprincipled, and con¬ 
stantly changing its mind, is incapable of reaching a decision. 

The first part of the text takes place before the court; both sides make 
their pleas, Horus' party for the right of the legitimate heir, Seth's party 
for the right of the stronger. The opinion of the goddess Neith and that of 
the Rcim of Mendes, who are absent and not members of the Heliopolitan 
Ennead, are obtained in writing. When the opinion of the Ennead turns 
in favor of Seth, Isis protests, but Seth succeeds with his request to have 
a further session convened on an island and Isis excluded from partici¬ 
pation. The second part relates how Isis gained access to the island by 
means of a ruse and, transformed into a beautiful maiden, caused the 
amorous Seth to pronounce his own judgment unwittingly. VN^th that, the 
matter seems to be decided, and Horus is crowned with the White 
Crown. Seth does not accept the judgment, however—^and the suit drags 
on, now in the form of a competition tfrat is the topic of the fiiird part. 
First, Horus md Seth battle one another in the form of hippopotami; Isis 
seizes a harpoon but is unable to kill Seth, because he addresses her as 
sister. Horus is furious at this act of mercy and decapitates Isis. He flees 
into the desert, where Seth finds him and rips his eyes out. But the 
wounds are immediately healed and tiie plot continues. The next com¬ 
petition in which Seth attempts to involve Horus is of a (homo)sexual 
nature. This episode is already attested on a papyrus from the Middle 
Kingdom. The loser is the one who is penetrated by the semen of the 
other. Once again, the tricky Isis succeeds in duping Seth. On her advice, 
Horus manages to catch Seth's semen in his hands, which Isis cuts off 
cind replaces with new ones. She places the semen of Horus, which she 
obtains with the help of a lubricant, on lettuce belonging to Seth. When 
Seth then bocists of his rape of Horus to the Ennead, it turns out that he 
himself is the one who was impregnated. Yet again, for the umpteenth 
time, judgment is passed: Horus is in the right, Seth is in the wrong. And 
yet again, the verdict has no force, because Seth will not accqit it. Finally, 
a boating competition is proposed. The victor is again Horus, who builds 
a boat of wood covered with plaster, whereas Selh builds a boat of stone 
that immediately sinks; and again tiiis victory brings Horus no success. 
As an ultima ratio, a letter is sent to Osiris in the netherworld—as if there 
could have been the slightest doubt as to his opinion. 

In fact, Osiris' reply marks the turning point. Osiris first appeals to the 
gratitude of the gods to him, for he created the grain of which iheir offer¬ 
ings consist. He has no success with this argument. In a second letter, he 
introduces a threat his power as god of death, to which all the living, 
mortals and deities, are subject. This trump card immediately takes the 
trick. Even Seth is powerless against it and acknowledges that Horus is 
in the right It is thus the right of the stronger that prevails in the end, or 
better: sub specie mortis, the rightful case proves to be the stronger. The 
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claims of the physiceiUy stronger remained convincing only so long as the 
deities imagined themselves to be immortal. When they are reminded of 
their mortality, they, Seth included, immediately return to the principle of 
Moat, which alone makes it possible to overcome death. Only the legal 
title of Horns can withstand the argument of death. But Seth is compen¬ 
sated, in that the sun god takes him into his barque as his assistant in the 
daily battle against Apophis. 

In this version from Papyrus Chester Beatty I, we encounter the 
myth of the contendings of Horus and Seth not as "holy writ," but as 
a piece of popular literature, just like the love lyrics on the verso of the 
same papyrus. The text clearly attempts to gather a number of 
episodes circulating in oral and in part also in written tradition into a 
continuous narrative. It is questionable whether and in what sense we 
are dealing with a religious phenomenon. The narrative makes use of 
mythic material in exactly the same way that other works of 
Ramesside popular literature make use of fabulous or historical 
motifs. In the history of religion and in ethnology, there is a distinction 
between "sacred" or "true stories" that may only be related imder 
highly restricted circumstances and other stories that may be told 
anywhere and at any time. The text of Papyrus Chester Beatty I 
undoubtedly falls into the second category. But we must not forget 
that the same material was also told as sacred history, as in the 
Memphite Theology, and in a drama enacted on religious festivals at 
the temple of Edfu, and in a series of exorcism rites attested from the 
Late Period. Despite its secularization in the Ramesside Period, the 
myth of the contendings of Horus and Seth lost none of its religious 
influence or attraction; on the contrary, it seems to have become ever 
more predominant during the Late Period. In any event, its character 
was decisively altered in these later forms. In the older versions, there 
was always a consensus, with Seth agreeable and compensated at the 
end, whereas in the late versions, he was pimished, annihilated, 
driven out, and explicitly condenmed. Seth embodied that which was 
foreign, which in the course of centuries of foreign rule was repre¬ 
sented ever more explicitly as evil. One of Seth's nicknames was "the 
Mede." With this change of meaning, the myth displays its continued 
vitality, whose reality is not to be sought in some single event in the 
distant past, but rather was fed by contemporary experiences and 
brought into conformity with an altered experience of the present. 

5.5.5. SECTION five: the TRIUMPH OF HORUS 

With its fifth section, the myth of Osiris opens up into the present and 
the future. The triumph of Horus signifies the end of strife and the 
beginning of a period of peace and well-being in which Moat will pre¬ 
vail on earth, a period to which every king laid claim, although pre- 
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sumably for the people it was often enough an object of hope rather than 
of experience. The triumph of Horus is the theme of innumerable hymns 
preserved in temple and mortuary texts, but whose actual Site im Leben 
was probably the festival of the royal coronation. Here is an abbreviated 
example from the occasion of the coronation of Ramesses IV: 

Oh, beautiful day! Sky and earth are in joy, 
you are the goodly lord of Egypt! 

Those who had fled have returned to their cities, 
those who hid themselves have come out; 
those who hungered are satisfied and happy, 
those who thirsted are drunk, 
those who were naked are clothed in fine linen, 
those who were dirty are radiant. 

Those who were imprisoned are set free, 
those who were bound rejoice, 
those in strife in this land 
are at peace. 

A high Nile has sprung from its source, 
to refresh the hearts of the people. 

(...) 

The son of Re, Ramesses IV, may he live, prosper, and be healthy, 
has assumed the office of his father. 

The entire double realm says to him: 

"Beautiful is Horus on the throne of his father Amun-Re, 

the god who sent him out, 

this ruler who conquers every land!^ 

The coronation of a new king is explained in light of the myth of Osiris 
as a turning point leading to salvation. The suffering that broke out 
through the land at the death of the god is now at an end. In the light 
of a prelude that tells of assassination and murder, of grief and fear, 
salvation, joy, and abundance now make their appearance all the more 
gloriously to characterize the present. Papyrus Chester Beatty I also 
closes with such a hymn in praise of the present condition, placed in 
the mouth of Isis: 

Horus has arisen as ruler, 
the Ennead is in festival, 
the heavens are in joy. 

They garland themselves when they see how Horus, 
the son of Isis, has arisen 

as ruler—^may he live, prosper, and be healthy—of Egypt. 

The Ennead, their heart is happy, 

the whole land is in jubilation, 

when they see how Horus, the son of Isis, 
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has been assigned the office of his father, 
of Osiris, lord of Busiris.^"* 

The temples of the Late Period in which deities, borrowing from 
the myth of Horus, celebrated both a birth and a coronation festival, 
are especially rich in these jubilant hymns. In particular, such hymns 
were sung in the ritual of the Offering of the Garland of Victory (the 
Garland of Justification): 

Horus appears on the seat of his father, 
the heart of Isis is broad. 

Horus the mighty has conquered the Two Lands in triumph, 

Horus has received the zvereret-cTovm 
from his father Osiris-Wermefer, justified. 

Horus appears on the throne of Geb, 

the sky above his head, 

the earth under his feet, 

the Nine Bows gathered under his sandals. 

Let us be a protection for him! 

A cry of joy rings out in the southern heavens, 
joy reigns in the northern heavens, 
the Ennead there is rejoicing, 
the gods rejoice: 

Horus has emerged from his lawsuit 
like Re when he rises in Light-land!^'’ 

The same text is to be foimd more than a millennium earlier, in tombs 
from the Ramesside Period (thirteenth century b.c.e.), tombs 183 and 
184 at Thebes, thus showing that with the Offering of the Garland of 
Justification, we are dealing with a rite that in earlier periods had 
belonged to the mortuary cult and even to the cult of Osiris. From the 
same period, we have the text of a high priest of Osiris at Abydos 
named Wennefer (Louvre A 66.2), who says of himself 

I brought the Garland of Justification 
and transfigured the god with it.^^ 

The theme of the triumph of Horus appears to be less an object of nar¬ 
rative than of festival activities—hymns and rituals—that had a perma¬ 
nent place in the three areas of kingship, mortuary cult, and the cult of 
Osiris. Joy was the basic theme of these festivals and their hymns. To 
judge from the manner in which the triumph of Horus is dealt with in the 
hymns, they aim to express "glad tidings." Most of the hymns begin with 
the injunction, "Rejoice!" The triumph of Horus was the object of annun¬ 
ciation. What occurred in the House of the Noble at Heliopolis, the justi¬ 
fication and coronation of the god, is to be announced to "all the people": 
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Rejoice, you women of Busiris, 

Homs has overcome his enemy. 

Rejoice, you inhabitants of Edfu, 

Homs ... has felled the enemy of his father Osiris.^^ 

"Rejoice" is also directed to Osiris. It is said especially by deceased 
persons on the day of their death, when they descend from the realm 
of the living and introduce themselves to Osiris with a hymn. Coming 
from this world, the deceased are able to bring the god of the dead the 
"good news" of the kingship of the triumphant Homs; 

Rejoice, you in the desert, 
weary of heart, unite with joy: 
your son Homs has been justified, 
he has received the insignia of Re. 

His mother Isis has come in peace, 
her hands filled with life and dominion, 
and stands guard over Wennefer. 

The gods rejoice in the heavens, 
the Enneads shout for joy, 
when they see Homs, the son of Osiris, 
sitting on the throne of his father.^ 

Or: 

May your heart rejoice, you in the desert, 
your heir abides on your throne! 

The majesty of Homs lives as king, 
prosperity and health with him, 

Thoth makes his boundaries for him 
and establishes his annals, 
he hands him the lands as his possession 
in the presence of the All-Lord.^^ 

What the recently deceased person annoimces to the mler of the dead 
is not a mythic event in illo tempore, but rather the present condition 
of Egypt, which in the light of the myth of Osiris assumes the charac¬ 
ter of a return of salvation. What was destroyed by the murder of 
Osiris has been restored by the king now mling as Homs. Peace, 
abundance, justice, and piety toward the realm of the dead character¬ 
ize the son's beneficent mle, which also restores the rights of his 
deceased father: 

Rejoice, O lord of the gods, 

may all broadness of heart be with you: 

the cultivated land and the deserts are in peace 
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and pay their dues to your uraeus. 

The temples are well founded in their places, 

the cities and nomes 

are founded in their names. 

Offerings are brought to you, 

and litarues in your name; 

songs of praise are sung in your name, 

and libations are made to your ka, 

and mortuary offerings for the transfigured ones in your following. 
Water is sprinkled on the offering loaves 
for the bas of the deceased in this land. 

Effective is its entire condition, 
like its original condition.^ 

The rejoicing over the triumph of Horus is the precise counterpart 
of the mourning over the death of Osiris. Both are extreme and all- 
encompassing. Just as the death plunges the entire world into the 
depths of despair, so the triumph transports it into the heights of rap¬ 
ture. The two emotions belong together as a pair at the beginning and 
the end of the story that transpires between them. The entire land par¬ 
ticipated in the story in an annual cycle of festivals, and all who took 
part in them experienced them. If we are somewhat reminded of the 
sorrow of Good Friday and the joy of Easter Sxmday, it should again 
be stressed that in the myth of Osiris, we are dealing with two gener¬ 
ations. The god who triumphs is a different one from the god who is 
killed. Osiris is not a resurrected god, but one who in death achieves 
a new form of existence in the beyond through the triumph and piety 
of his son, thus becoming the archetype of all deceased persons. 

A certain Egyptian text, a hymn to Osiris, stems from approxi¬ 
mately the middle of the second millennium b.c.e.; long before 
Plutarch, it presents a relatively coherent accoxmt of the myth. It 
demonstrates that the Egyptians themselves were conscious of the 
inner coherence of the episodes we have divided into five sections: 

I Isis, the powerful, the protector of her brother, 
who searched for him without wearying, 
who traversed this land in grief 
and did not rest until she had found him, 

who spread shadows with her feathers 
and created a breeze with her wings, 
who sent up a cry, the mourning-woman of her brother, 
who summoned the dancers for the weary of heart; 

who received the semen and created an heir, 
who nursed the child in solitude, one knew not where; 
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IV who introduced him, when his arm had grown strong, 
into the hall of Geb— 

the Ennead rejoiced: 

"Welcome, son of Osiris, 

Horus brave of heart, justified, 
son of Isis, heir of Osiris!" 

The judges of Maat were assembled for him, 

the Ennead and the All-Lord himself, 

the lords of Maat, who despise injustice, were gathered, 

seated as a council in the hall of Geb 

to give the office to the one to whom it belonged 

and the kingship to the one entitled to it. 

Horus was foimd justified, 

the office of his father was given over to him. 

V He came out garlanded at the command of Geb 
and assumed rule over the Two Banks, 

the White Crown firm on his head; 
he took possession of the entire land, 
sky and earth were imder his supervision. 

Humankind were commended to him, pat, rekhyt, henmemet, 

Egyptians and northerners, 

what the sun encircles was subject to his will. 

The north wind, the Nile, the inundation, 

every plant, every vegetable, 

the grain god gives all his ears, 

the nourishment of the earth, 

he creates repletion and grants it in all the lands. 

The whole world rejoices, their hearts are glad, 
their breasts are in rapture, 

their faces rejoice, as each one worships his (i.e., Horus') beauty: 
"How sweet is our love for him, 
his charm penetrates (our) hearts. 

Great is the love of him in every body 

They have delivered his enemy to the son of Isis, 

fallen through his own violence; 

evil has befallen the rowdy one, 

he who committed violence, judgment overtook him. 

The son of Isis, he has avenged his father, 
he who sanctified his name and made it splendid. 

The worthies, they have taken their place, 
reverence is established according to their laws. 

The road is free, the ways are open, 
how fortimate are the Two Banks! 

The disaster is gone, the slanderer has fled. 
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the land is in peace under its lord, 

Maat is firmly established for her lord, 
one has turned one's back on injustice. 

Rejoice, Wennefer! 

The son of Isis has received the crown, 
the office of his father was awarded to him 
in the hall of Geb. 

Re, he has pronounced it, 

Thoth, he has written it, 

the corporation is pleased with it. 

your father Geb has issued a command in your favor, 

and one has done as he said.^' 
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CHAPTER 6 


On the Meaning 
of the Three Dimensions: 

Concluding Remarks 

To survey the most salient points in a concise manner, it was neces¬ 
sary to exclude two questions from the discussion of the implicit the¬ 
ology of Egyptian religion that was attempted in the preceding 
chapters. One has to do with the historicity, the other with the sys- 
tematology of what we called the "dimensions of presence." We 
should like to treat these issues briefly, at least, at the conclusion of the 
present part of this book. 


6.1. The (A-)Historicihf of Implicit Theology 

To this point, our treatment of Egyptian religion has been ahistorical 
or phenomenological. To illustrate certain points, we have drawn on 
soiuces from the Pyramid Texts down to the Graeco-Roman temple 
inscriptions, and even beyond, into the Hermetic corpus and other 
soiuces from (late) classical antiquity. This approach would have been 
entirely erroneous had oiu- topic been "Egyptian religion." Obviously, 
during the three millennia from which our texts were drawn, 
Egyptian religion was subject to many changes, and sometimes to 
fundamental ones. Yet despite these changes, it is appropriate to 
speak of "the" religion of ancient Egypt, in the singular. None of these 
changes was sufriciently radical to modify the identity of this religion 
in a decisive manner. During these milleimia, there was never a 
breach so great that what had gone before was no longer recognizable 
as simply the past. Akhenaten's religious revolution at Amama could 
have signified such a breach, yet it remained but an episode. Even in 
the final centvuies of this religion, people recognized the familiar in 
tiie very oldest texts, even while sometimes thoroughly misunder¬ 
standing them. The later periods are characterized by an emphatic 
conviction of cultural identity that embraced all of Egyptian history. 
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This self-understanding of Egyptian culture related above all to the 
unity of everything we draw together under the rubric "religion." 
Notwithstanding any and all historical change, there must have been 
enough continuity of basic elements and structures to guarantee the 
unity, indeed the sameness, of the phenomenon of Egyptian religion. 
In discussing the topic of implicit theology, we have attempted to 
catch a glimpse of precisely this fimdamental continuity. These basic 
religious structures were implicit in that they reached down into deep 
layers of the culture that in part eluded the conscious grasp of its 
bearers. Only by becoming explicit did these structures become acces¬ 
sible to modification and theological elaboration. 

The (relative) ahistoricity of implicit theology stands in contrast to 
the historicity of explicit theology. Together, the two determine the 
reality of a religion. The historical deficit of Part I of our treatment is 
therefore made up by the primarily historical orientation of Part H. 

In any event, the materials discussed in Part I could also have been 
treated from a distinctly historical point of view. We could have 
inquired into the conditions imder which the concepts and institu¬ 
tions connected with the individual dimensions came into existence, 
into their periods of flowering, and perhaps also into crises and peri¬ 
ods of decline. Thus, for instance, the period of Egyptian history 
between looo and 700 b.c.e., known as the Third Intermediate Period 
and thus as a time of decline, could also covmt as a golden age of the 
"local" dimension of divine presence. At Thebes, a theocratic state 
was already established as early as the eleventh century, one that was 
ruled by oracular decisions of the god Amun himself and adminis¬ 
tered by his high priest. The latter, who wrote his name in a royal car¬ 
touche, held all the reins of ecclesiastical, civil, tmd military power. 
This theocratic model, which accorded all power to the temples, with 
the result that the local dimension of divine presence loomed large in 
the foregroimd, gained acceptance at other places as well during the 
centuries that followed. City gods soon ruled in Herakleopolis, 
Mendes, Athribis, and so forth, represented by high priests who were 
also civil and military leaders. In this period, the foundation was laid 
for the religious "feudalism" of the Late Period, and even that of the 
Christian era, when episcopal sees were established in the religious, 
not the administrative centers. 

What stands out with special clarity in the theocratic forms of ruler- 
ship of the Third Intermediate Period is the political importance of the 
cultic dimension. The rule that the local deity exercised over city and 
nome served to legitimate the high priest's de facto rule as mayor and 
commandant: the authority of the temporal power was derived from 
its cultic function. The theocratic model afforded the provincial gover¬ 
nors the possibility of freeing themselves from subordination to the 
sovereignty of the Egyptian kingship, which had faded into mere the- 
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ory. The decisive step toward feudalism and the collapse of central 
royal authority was taken at that moment when the military comman¬ 
dant of a given city assumed control over temple construction work 
and over the cult and its offerings. By the same token, this step was 
reversed and the central authority of pharaonic rule reestablished 
when Pharaoh alone was represented in these roles in all the temples 
in the provinces. The concept of the earthly rule of the deities of the 
nomes and cities bovmd up with the cultic dimension legitimized de 
facto rule, whether exercised by "nomarchs" or monarchs. 

The political component of the local and cultic dimension, the 
indissoluble unity of cult and rulership, made the concept of the resi¬ 
dence of a deity in a specific locale into an eminently historical phe¬ 
nomenon. We must thus suspect that the same was not 
unconditionally true of the other two dimensions. Concepts of the 
sacredness of the cosmos, of the manifestation of deities in celestial 
and natural phenomena, must have remained essentially unchanged, 
just like the consciousness of the radiemt power of speech, of the 
sacred word, which made the divine manifest in this-worldly 
processes and phenomena and enabled the present to be explained in 
terms of the eternal. In essence, we know too little to be able to make 
out more than the basic structures that remained constant. Because 
the oral tradition has been lost to us, we cannot tell, for example, 
whether myths developed in conjunction with texts that became more 
explicit in the course of time, or whether, from the beginning on, a 
rich array of myths developed gradually in the context of statements 
that were recorded in writing. 


6 . 2 . On the Systematology of the Dimensions 

To be sure, there are many languages in this world for which no gram¬ 
mar book exists. But it is equally sure that no language exists that has 
no grammar. The concept of grammar is implicit in the concept of lan¬ 
guage, just as the practice or "performance" of any language presup¬ 
poses a mastery of the rules it entails ("competence"); whether the 
rules are encoded in printed form in a grammar book is irrelevant. 
What stands out in language as the paradigmatic instance of commu¬ 
nicative act is true mutatis mutandis of all other forms as well. There is 
no contmunicative performance without the corresponding compe¬ 
tence, no practice without theory. Further steps are needed to make 
this theory, already inherent in all action, into the object of conscious 
reflection, to explicate, elaborate, and rationalize it. The appearance 
and development of such metatheoretical discourse is as dependent 
on historical circumstances as is the question of when and whether a 
language becomes the object of an explicit grammatical description. 
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Theory that is always already implicit thus underlies every commu¬ 
nicative act, quite independent of the appearance of explicit theory, 
and the theory underlying religion, that is, contact with the divine, as 
a category of communicative action, is the theme of what we have 
called "implicit theology." It is the "grammar" of religious activity, 
that store of rules and meanings that organized the Egyptians' contact 
with the divine. 

There is thus no question of whether Egyptian religion implied a 
theology, but only a question of what constituted this theology. We 
have attempted to answer this with the analytical tool of the three 
"dimensions." To repeat, this theology had to do with the theory that 
underlay religious practice, contact with the divine. Practice came 
first: surely one did not first encounter the divine and then cultivate 
contact with it. We must therefore assume that in the Egyptian reli¬ 
gion we encounter in the sources, many forms of contact with the 
sacred had extended from prehistory down into the historical period 
and were enriched over time by new content and new concepts that 
enhanced their meaning. Implicit theology was thus confined entirely 
to the sphere of practice. Its object was not the essence of the divine 
but rather contact with it, the forms in which it could be experienced 
and approached in the world, the forms of its manifestation and rep¬ 
resentation. Because this theory has to do with imparting meaning to 
communicative acts, the dimensions refer to the area of communica¬ 
tion between the human and the divine, to divine presence and 
human encounter. 

In the light of an inquiry that commences with explicit theology 
and then focuses on the essence of divinity beyond all religious prac¬ 
tice, these dimensions assume a somewhat figurative status. Against 
the absolute transcendence of divinity, its sacredness and its hiero- 
phanic quality become relative. Deities did not dwell in temples— 
only their images. The sun, the air, and the Nile were not gods—^the 
cosmic phenomena were only manifestations of a divinity that 
remained hidden. The divine was neither recorded nor tangible in 
names or in stories that circulated in writing or from mouth to mouth. 
Such issues were also raised in ancient Egypt; we shall encounter 
them in Part II, which is devoted to explicit theology. The total real¬ 
ity of religion thus far exceeds the realm we have described in Part I 
in the light of its dimensions. That discussion was not concerned 
with the dimensions of divinity itself, but only of contact with it. 
Beyond the three dimensions, there was always transcendence. 

How, then, are we to understand this triad of dimensions? Should 
we assume that only these three can exist in any given religion, and 
that what is characteristic of historical religions is bound to be 
expressed in such a way that, according to the dominance of one of 
the three dimensions, we can divide them into cultic, cosmic, or lan- 
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guage-related religions? Or should we instead assume that there is a 
certain quantity of possible dimensions of divine presence and reli¬ 
gious experience of the divine, some of which are realized in domi¬ 
nant form in any given historical religion? Obviously, this question 
can only be answered by a broader discipline, such as comparative 
religion, for it is too much for a specialized discipline like Egyptology. 
Nevertheless, I venture some conjectures here. I am personally 
inclined toward the second alternative, and I assume that there is a 
multiplicity of dimensions, of which the three treated here were real¬ 
ized in dominant fashion in ancient Egyptian religion. This religion 
would thus be better understood if a comprehensive theory of reli¬ 
gion were available, one that could, on the basis of a comparison of as 
many religions as possible, determine the totality of possible dimen¬ 
sions of divine presence. Only from the point of view of such a com¬ 
prehensive theory would we be in a position to state what dimensions 
Egyptian religion ignored in placing the three identified here in the 
foreground. So long as there is no such theory, remarks like the fol¬ 
lowing are lacking in a systematic basis. Even so, I believe that the 
question of the dimensions that were not realized in a significant man¬ 
ner in Egyptian religion should not be passed over. 

There are at least three dimensions of religious experience whose 
overall absence or only rudimentary realization in Egypt seem to me 
to be significant for the essence of its religion: 

1. intoxication, trance, ecstasy, "shamanism" 

2. mysticism, meditation, contemplation 

3. history and personal destiny. 

The reader is referred to the investigations of Mircea Eliade into 
shamanism for examples of dominant expressions of the first of these 
dimensions of religious experience. Hindu religion and Judaism are 
probably the most distinctive examples of the second and third, 
respectively. All three dimensions are almost entirely absent firom 
Egyptian religion, with the possible exception of the Wrd, which in 
the Ramesside Period began to play a role that completely changed 
the traditional structure of the religion. We shall deal with this later. 
In any event, all such observations stand under the basic reservation 
that the sources, which are preserved to us by accident, reflect only a 
tiny excerpt from the ancient reality. 

6.2.1. INTOXICATION AND ECSTASY 

Reading the works of Mircea Eliade, one could arrive at the impres¬ 
sion that shamanism is a universal phenomenon. In Egypt, however, 
one searches in vain for the relevant phenomena. The facts are easily 
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obscured, for the Greeks rendered the Egyptian priestly title hm-ntr, 
"servant of the god," as praphetes, and this rendering has also become 
established in more modem treatments of Egyptian religion. The 
Greek rendering is connected with the nature of oracles in the later 
periods of Egyptian history, and with the role of the priests as inter¬ 
preters of indications of divine will. As already indicated, deities 
expressed themselves through a language of movement. Priests were 
obliged to explain the oracle and evidently also to record it, and they 
were admonished to do so with the utmost conscientiousness. This 
has nothing at all to do with prophecy. There is no indication that 
access to "another reality" was gained with the aid of any form of 
ecstatic technique. The concept of another reality was definitely pres¬ 
ent, and we have associated it with the Egyptian concept akh, "radi¬ 
ant power," in the context of the verbal dimension of divine presence. 
There are many indications that knowledge of this aWi-sphere was 
connected with special forms of induction or initiation. The author¬ 
ized speaker was able to actualize this sphere with his words. But 
there was nothing of trances or ecstasy in this connection. In 
Wenamun's report of his travels in the eleventh century b.c.e., the 
appearance of a Syrian ecstatic is described with all the trappings of 
the exotic. It is only in the Graeco-Roman era that divination spells 
furnish positive indications with their mention of qualified mediums 
(especially boys); but here, it is no longer a matter of Egyptian religion 
in the sense of the cultural identity discussed earlier. 

To be sure, there were magicians in the earlier culture of Egypt, and 
in any case, we have magical texts from the Middle Kingdom on, 
spells that promised great efficacy if recited by authorized mouths 
and with adherence to the instmctions. This seems to be a matter of 
the privatization of the cultic concept of the radiant power {akhu) of 
speech. The divine magicians Isis and Thoth possessed this radiant 
power in a paradigmatic manner. Typical uses of magic in the private 
domain were healing spells and spells that protected against demons, 
enemies, serpents, and the like, and less often, love charms. There is 
thus no lack of texts and rituals that we are clearly obliged to classify 
as magical. But what of the magicians for whose use these materials 
were intended? No magicians existed in the sense of a specialized 
profession, let alone in the sense of social outsiders (e.g., witches). 
Spells could probably be used at home by anyone who could read 
them and who observed the necessary prescriptions for purity. 
Naturally, healing spells were in the charge of physicians, who also 
exercised a religious function as priests of Sakhmet, goddess of sick¬ 
ness. We also encounter the magician as a type in literature, where he 
usually bears the title "chief lector priest." Egyptian magicians even 
make an appearance in the Bible bearing this title (in the abbreviated 
form harfummim from hry-tp, "chief"). Papyrus Westcar from the 
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Second Intermediate Period (seventeenth to sixteenth centuries b.c.e.) 
contains stories about appearances of such magicians before mon- 
archs of the Old Kingdom. One created a wax crocodile that swal¬ 
lowed an adulterer, another parted the waters of a lake by placing one 
half of the water on top of the other half so that a piece of jewelry that 
had fallen to the bottom could be recovered, and the third was able to 
reattach the severed head of a goose and predict the future. The magic 
of these men consisted of nothing other than the extracultic applica¬ 
tion of cirts and practices that were also used in the cult; in the latter 
for the benefit of all, in magic for the benefit of the individual. Magic 
thus in no way transcended the three-dimensional space of divine 
presence and religious experience. 

Intoxication played a certain role, specifically in the cult of the god¬ 
dess Hathor of Dendcira. This cult had a "Festival of Drunkenness," 
with drinking, music, and dance. Associated with the name of Hathor, 
and with the names of Sakhmet, Bastet, and Tefriut, who are scarcely 
to be separated from her, was the concept of a two-faced goddess who 
could be dreadful, deadly, and furious, as well as charming, gracious, 
and gentle. Drink and music had the function of calming the goddess. 
In the Myth of the Heavenly Cow, this goddess appears as the annihi- 
lator of the human race and is calmed with a "sleeping potion" of beer 
colored blood-red before she can complete her work of destruction. In 
the later periods, the goddess had a "Festival of Homecoming" 
(Egyptian in.tw.s, "she is brought") that had an expressly drunken 
chciracter. What was celebrated was the "homecoming" of the goddess 
who—^as related in the myth behind this festival—^went to Nubia in a 
rage (over what is not clear) and then, calmed by Shu and Thoth, was 
brought home to Eg)^t. All the temples of Egypt greeted the returning 
goddess with ecstatic jubilation, general drunkenness, music, and 
dance. Although we must affirm that intoxication and ecstasy were 
strikingly absent from the general picture of Egyptian religion, the cult 
of Hathor constituted an important exception. 

6.2.2. MYSTICISM 

As paths to the divine, mysticism and ecstasy run in opposite direc¬ 
tions: the path of ecstasy leads outwards, and that of mystic contem¬ 
plation inwards. Both presuppose a certain transcendence and 
obliteration of one's own individuality and identity. The concept of 
self-obliteration seems deeply contrary to Egyptian thought, and per¬ 
haps this is why the mystical path was as little realized in Egypt as the 
ecstatic. There is evidence, though, that gives an impression of mysti¬ 
cism if considered superficially. If we understand mysticism as the 
obliteration of one's identity with the goal of becoming one with the 
divine, something of this sort seems to occur when a priest declares. 
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in cult or in magic, "It is not I who says this to you, it is the deity NN 
who speaks (through me) to you," or when spells and rituals promise 
individuals that their knowledge or recitation or performance will 
make them into a deity: 

The one who knows this spell 

will be like the sun god in the east (see chapter 3.2.2., text at note 23) 

The one who executes this pattern 

is like the Great God himself. 

Do we not have here a sort of mysticism aimed at divinization of the 
self?' 

I have tried to explain how such statements are to be understood in 
chapter 4.3, in connection with the verbal dimension. To repeat, 
Egyptian cult is not to be tmderstood as communication between the 
human and divine realms, but as an act of communication that took 
place purely in the divine realm, with priests playing the roles of 
deities in the framework of set constellations. The priests did not, how¬ 
ever, act on their own initiative as individuals, but under a commis¬ 
sion from society. Their own individuality was of no interest in this 
connection, <md they thus in no way had to shed or obliterate it to be 
able to play divine roles in the cult. What mattered was ritual purity, 
not self-obliteration. Whether induction into priestly office entailed an 
initiation that as such implied concepts of death and rebirffi must 
remain cin open question. That no sources mentioning initiation are 
preserved need not mean that such a thing never existed. 

It is in any event striking that the funeral rites are often presented 
as an induction into priestly office. The funeral ritual had the function 
of imparting to deceased persons the new identity of an akh ("radiant 
transfigured one"), thus enabling them to have contact with the 
divine. Like the priests, the deceased had to make their appearance as 
deities to associate with the gods and goddesses. Purity was insuffi¬ 
cient for this purpose, even when it was extended to moral purity, 
that is, freedom from sin, as in the "justification" of the Judgment of 
the Dead. The deceased were obliged to submit to a hearing and 
imdergo examination before ffiey could finally stand face to face with 
the divine. These concepts and formulations, which are quite com¬ 
mon in Egyptian mortuary texts, are highly reminiscent of the lan¬ 
guage and the conceptual realm of the Hellenistic mysteries. It would 
be reasonable to think that such factors had correspondences in the 
realm of the living. For now, however, this cannot be proved, given 
the state of our sources to this point. It is thus more prudent to under¬ 
stand all these phenomena that remind us of mysticism and myster¬ 
ies, for the moment, as phenomena that were confined exclusively to 
the cult of the dead. 
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There is an entirely different manifestation in the history of 
Egyptian religion that we could at least remotely cormect with the 
concept of mysticism. If we understand that mysticism entails an 
"interior path," the discovery and adoration of the divine in one's 
own heart, we may think of the Egyptian idea of "placing the god in 
one's heart," which was a central concept in personal piety. The latter 
was a movement that unquestionably transcended the traditional 
structure of the three-dimensional communicative sphere of divine 
presence and religious experience eind represented something new 
and revolutionary in the framework of the traditional conceptual 
structure of Egyptian religion. We discuss this in detail, later. We could 
at best call this movement "mysticism" if placing the god in one's 
heart corresponded to a sort of surrender of the self. The self-desig¬ 
nation of the pious person as a "truly silent one" seems important in 
this cormection. This "silence" seems to have been understood as a 
form of self-diminishment and abasement that silenced the voice of 
the self so that the voice and the guidance of the divine could be 
heeded. We thus cannot entirely deny that personal piety might have 
had a certain similarity to mystical concepts, but we can scarcely Ccdl 
it mysticism, for it was more a matter of action than of contemplation 
or meditation. The pious person who "placed the god in his heart" 
displayed his convictions through his deeds, by "acting on the water 
of die god." He did not withdraw from the world. 

6.2.3. history and destiny 

A thesis that history as a dimension of religious experience and divine 
presence was unknown to Egyptian religion would meet with staunch 
objections. Two rather obvious, contrary examples impose themselves on 
anyone with even a superficial knowledge of pharaonic culture: oracles, 
and the concept of a "state god" under whose command the king exer¬ 
cised rulership as his son cind representative. If Egyptian religion knew 
the institution of oracles, then the concept of the intervention of the 
divine in the destiny of the land, of the manifestation of divine will in his¬ 
tory in the sense of individual and collective experience, cannot have 
been entirely foreign to it. In fact, this concept was not entirely foreign to 
Egyptian religion. It first appears in a work of belles lettres from Dynasty 
12 (ca. 1950 B.C.E.) in reference to individual destiny. Sinuhe sees the will 
of a god he cannot name in his fate of flight and exile. Still earlier, a cer¬ 
tain Ankhtifi of Moalla states in an inscription in his tomb that he was 
brought to the Horus-Throne nome by Horus, the god of Edfu. Half a 
millennium later, Hatshepsut and Tuthmosis HI credited their throne to 
oracular decisions by the state god Amun and conducted wars "under 
his command." Two centuries later, we meet with explicit concepts of a 
theology of history in Ramesside inscriptions. Ramesses n experienced 
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the helping hand of his father Amun in the battle of Qadesh. Memeptah 
extolled his victory over the Libyans with the words "Re turned back to 
Egypt." If a god intervened personally in battle or manifested his pres¬ 
ence in its success, then we cannot avoid according history the status of 
a dimension of religious experience and divine presence. 

I would raise two points in response to this imdoubtedly justified 
objection. First, as in the case of personal piety (with which the theme of 
history is intimately connected), we are not dealing with a bctsic struc¬ 
ture, but rather with a later development that intervened and altered the 
traditional structure. Oracles were entirely foreign to the Old and Middle 
Kingdoms, and even in the New Kingdom, we observe at first only a 
gradual spread of the relevant phenomena. Second, the concept of his¬ 
tory that developed into a dimension of divine presence during the 
course of the New Kingdom remained a rudimentary one. Compared 
with Israelite religion, which has been aptly designated "history as reve¬ 
lation," Egyptian theology of history is lacking in the category of the past. 
Yahweh was the god who led Israel out of Egypt. No Egyptian deity was 
ever identified on the basis of an event that had occurred in the past. 
Amun was never called "the god who rescued King Harnesses at 
Qadesh." Moreover, aside from some seminal beginnings, Egyptian his¬ 
toriography did not make reference to the past. The Ramesside concept 
of history did indeed distance itself considerably from the traditional 
view of history, which Erik Homung has aptly called "history as reli¬ 
gious celebration," developing new forms of the experience of contin¬ 
gency and the openness of the future. We shcill delve into these matters 
later. But the basic structure was never entirely outgrown; "history as 
religious celebration" was tantamount to lack of history. If history was 
the qucisi-ritucil reproduction of basic mythic patterns, then we are deed¬ 
ing with the typical and oft-described historical blindness of m3^c 
thought. Mj^c thought conceives of reality, to cite the well-known for¬ 
mulation of Sallustius, eis referring to "that which never happened but 
edways is." The meaning-imparting illumination of mythic archetypes 
sheds light on any contemporary contingency, and even if mythic 
thought faded in the New Kingdom, permitting a glimpse of the impor¬ 
tance of historiced events (we may dte in particular the documentation of 
the battle of Qadesh), it was not outgrown. Thus, in the course of the his¬ 
tory of Egyptian religion, history became a dimension of divine presence 
and religious experience alongside the other three, but without gaining a 
dominance that decisively altered the total picture of the religion. 


6 . 3 . The Three Dimensions as Totality 

In the preceding section, we have maintained the view that Egyptians 
developed the three major dimensions that dominated their religious 
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experience at the cost of other dimensions that either did not appear 
in it or developed only to a rudimentary extent. Egyptian religion 
thus appeared to be a fragment lacking in essential elements of the 
religious. On the contrary, we must make it clear that the three dimen¬ 
sions that dominated in Egypt were not an arbitrarily selected portion 
of possible dimensions, but rather were fitted together into a mean¬ 
ingful totality. This can most easily be demonstrated by the role of the 
king. His task was threefold and corresponded exactly to the three 
dimensions: 

1. The king had charge of the cult, offerings, and the building of 
temples. He made the gods and goddesses at home on earth in 
the temples and provided for their care and their maintenance. 

2. The king kept the cosmos—that is, the course of the sun—^in 
motion and fostered an abundant Nile inimdation through offer¬ 
ings and prayer. 

3. The king played the role of Horns, that is, he enacted the central 
myth that sustained the Egyptian state. His filial piety toward his 
"deceased father" Osiris, who had withdrawn into the afterlife, 
and toward the entire ensemble of deities, who bore a parental 
relationship to him, held together the community of deities, 
humans, and transfigured dead. 

Seen from the point of view of the king, the triad of dimensions proves 
to be systematic and exhaustive. Fulfilling these tasks, the king could 
not also be a shaman, a mystic, and a history-explaining prophet. 

It seems important to me that the Egyptians encountered the 
divine in all three dimensions of its presence explicitly as a plurality. 
The implicit theology of Egyptian religion was polytheistic, and I wish to 
emphasize this once again by way of a conclusion. In the cultic 
dimension, we have a multitude of temples that were not only the 
homes of various individual deities, but in which they were always 
venerated in conjunction with a community of other deities. Just as 
the respective local Enneads represented the divine realm as a whole, 
the combined assemblage of local deities and their territories consti¬ 
tuted the political totality of the Egyptian state. In the cosmic dimen¬ 
sion, the plurality of deities appear as the many powers whose 
cooperation and conflict keep the cosmos going and create reality. The 
divine character of the nature of the cosmos is revealed in their plurality. The 
cosmos is maintained by differentiated divine powers. This basic 
polytheistic principle of Egyptian religion was undermined by the 
revolution of Akhenaten of Amama, but also confirmed as such by it. 
The whole theological argument of the hymns from Amama is 
directed against the cosmic plurality of the divine and the divine life 
of the world of creation. In die verbal or mythic dimension, the poly- 
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theistic principle of differentiated multiplicity is expressed in constel¬ 
lations. The anthrojTOmorphization of the gods meant more than just 
that they assumed human form; it expressed itself in particular in the 
fact that they were persons. A deity was a person first and foremost 
as one who acted, and that meant, in respect to other deities. The per¬ 
sonality of the deities consisted of interactive relationships, that is, 
witiiin divine constellations. A deity was a person by virtue of social 
involvement in a "sphere of belonging." The unity of the divine was 
inconceivable in all three dimensions—^the cultic, the cosmic, and the 
m)ffhic—^and any reflection tending in this direction necessarily tran¬ 
scended the polytheistic dimensionality of implicit theology. 
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CHAPTER 7 


The Unity of Discourse 


The treatment of ancient Eg5^tian religion in this book rests on the 
distinction between implicit and explicit theology. I have explained 
my understanding of this distinction in chapter i. Implicit theology 
has to do with the ideas, symbols, and concepts embedded in the reli¬ 
gious acts of a culture, and in its texts as well, whereas explicit theol¬ 
ogy operates on a metalevel at a reflective distance from religious 
activity. The latter has freed itself from action and created a context of 
ite own. Borrowing a concept from Michel Foucault, I call this context 
"discourse." I understand by this a form of speaking in which state¬ 
ments refer to a common object as well as to one another, and thus a 
form of "intertextuality." Intertextuality arises when language has 
freed itself from its "empractic" embedding sufficiently to attain a 
form of its own as a "text," which is usually set down in writing. 
"Empractic" and "sympractic" texts—the concepts are drawn from 
K. Buhler^—^are simply ttie verbal substrate, and as such a part, of a 
superordinate unity of meaning that deserves to be called "text" in 
the sense of an autonomous unity of meaning only as the combina¬ 
tion of speech and act. Discourse unfolds only in the form of texts 
that make reference to one anottier, in the give and take of dialogue. 
It represents a sort of "work" on its assigned theme. Every discourse 
thus has a history. This fact distinguishes discourse from empractic 
speech, for instance, from mythology. Discourse occurs in positions 
that are achieved, defended, and given up, and that are always firmly 
anchored in society and time. Every discourse is a process. It thus has 
a history in a way different fi-om mythology, which is not a process, 
at least not as long as it does not become a "work on myth" (H. 
Blumenberg) at the end of its history of transmission. 

In Part 11,1 shaE therefore not simply single out individual texts 
that I classify as "explicit theology" according to certain criteria; 
rather, I shall reconstruct the process in which these texts partici¬ 
pated. I shaU plead my case and attempt to substantiate, on the basis 
of selected examples, that a number of texts widely dispersed 
through time, and in part through a variety of genres, stand in an 
intertextual context of reference to one another and to a common 
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underlying problematic. I shall maintain, and I hope to be able to 
demonstrate, that in the Middle Kingdom, in the course of assimilat¬ 
ing the serious disruptions that occurred in Egyptian culture after the 
collapse of the Old Kingdom, a process of discourse began that then 
developed during the New Kingdom and altered the entire religion 
by formulating a new concept of divinity. Not only did this discourse 
have a history, it made history by moving ever more into the center of 
cultural significance and intervening in the life of society. This dis¬ 
course became the context not only of texts, but also of changes and 
events that it caused, of which I need only cite the religious upheaval 
of Akhenaten as the most important. 

Explicit theology, which speaks in the form of discourse, is thus a 
historical phenomenon that requires explanation, quite unlike implicit 
theology, which is self-evident, if nothing more than contact with the 
divine is taking place, just as the grammar of a language is self-evident. 
The occurrence of an explicit theological discourse is not self-evident. 
We can certainly think of religions that get along without explicit the¬ 
ology, and in ancient Egypt, the beginnings of theological discourse 
were relatively late. We must therefore attempt to set forth the histori¬ 
cal conditions of its appearance and development. The following fac¬ 
tors seem to me to be especially important; (i) the specifics of the 
historical situation of the Middle Kingdom as an overcoming of a far- 
reaching cultural crisis; (2) the continuity of a problem whose treatment 
gave direction to the process of discourse, namely, the problem of 
thinking of "god" (in the singular) in the framework of a polytheistic 
religion; (3) an important factor for the development of discourse, the 
institutionalization of discourse through the appearance of a profes¬ 
sional group to conduct it; and connected with the last, (4) the devel¬ 
opment of h5mrms as the typical vehicle for explicit theology. 

The Middle Kingdom (ca. 2000-1800 b.c.e.) can be understood in 
general terms as a period of explication. The characteristic instance, it 
seems to me, is the appearance of the "Konigsnovelle" as a literary 
form in which royal actions are fully justified. On the level of royal 
speech acts, things are no longer simply decided and commanded; 
rather, justification, argumentation, and convincing occur. The texts 
expand the representation of royal acts at the metalevel of a rhetoric 
of motives. These acts are clearly no longer self-evident, but are in 
need of justification. The collapse of central royal authority at the end 
of the Old Kingdom was accompanied by the experience of alterna¬ 
tive forms of political organization that the attempt to restore the cen¬ 
tralized state around 2000 b.c.e. was obliged to oppose through 
propaganda. A significant portion of the belles lettres, which were 
"beautiful" in an entirely new sense, in that these works were not 
anchored in the framework of a concise context of usage, served as a 
medium for royal propaganda that was intended to convince. The 
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works represent conditions during the First Intermediate Period as a 
chaos and thus justify the restored central authority as a cosmos. 
Royal inscriptions themselves breathe this new spirit of argumenta¬ 
tive, explicative rhetoric. One text justifies royal building activity 
entirely on the level of principles, another develops a political theory 
of aggressiveness, of terror through strength, in connection with the 
establishment of a boundary, and a third deduces the reestablishment 
of the festival of Abydos in a highly abstract manner from the princi¬ 
ple of reciprocity. 

This need to justify the king's monopoly on action, which had been 
called into question, as a restoration of universal norms, and to legit¬ 
imate it through consensus, is manifest everywhere. The king rules as 
orator, as enjoined on him by the Instruction for Merikare: 

Be artful in speech, that you may overcome, 

[for] the strong arm [of a king] is (his) tongue. 

Words are stronger than any fighting.^ 

The power of speech that created agreement proved itself m this 
period of general lack of orientation. The king was supposed to over¬ 
come the general disorder not by force, but by speech. Speech alone 
created consensus, certainty, and reality. This was true in a compre¬ 
hensive sense that went far beyond politics. VN^th the collapse of the 
Old Kingdom, not only did the central royal authority come to an 
end, but, inextricably bound up with this development, the culture's 
entire canon of norms and values was called into question. Just as 
comprehensive was the need for a fresh orientation, for consensus 
and certainty—that is, for language, for texts that could outline a new 
horizon of reality through fresh questions and fresh answers. This is 
probably the explanation of the origin of this literature, of which we 
have significant remnants, with its philosophical reflection on exis¬ 
tence and on explication of action. Equally comprehensive therefore is 
what is expressed and made explicit in these texts: prophecies and 
laments, dialogues, instructions, and stories. Theology was a part of 
this literature. Its explicitness stands in the context of a general and 
comprehensive explication of reality, which was accomplished 
through the new medium of literary discourse that was evidently 
developed for this purpose. The hallinark of this discourse is the lack 
of conciseness of its functional grounding. This is also true of the 
fragments of explicit theology treated in chapter 8. 

The general Zeitgeist of the New Kingdom was basically different. 
Reality had solidified; it was no longer in question, and it was thus no 
longer the theme of basic literary reflection. We no longer encounter 
theological discourse disseminated by inserting explicit theology into 
texts with other themes, but in religious writing stricto sensu, in 
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hymns and eulogies composed by professional priests and not by phi¬ 
losophizing civil servants. These professional priests were a new class 
that had not existed in earlier periods. Priests had existed in Egypt 
since the beginnings of state formation, but not in the sense of a dif¬ 
ferentiated professional group. Priestly offices had been held by 
administrators who also had other tasks and offices. They performed 
part-time service in the temple; divided into "phyles," they served in 
rotation. At most, the "chief lector priests," whom we met earlier as 
magicians, were full-time professional priests. The situation changed 
in the New Kingdom. The individual branches of the administra¬ 
tion—temples, state and royal lands, civil and military administra¬ 
tion—^became more distinct from one another, with the result that a 
given official would be occupied in only one of these departments at 
any given time. The professionalization of theological discourse 
surely cannot be separated from this sociological fact. It was only with 
the New Kingdom that there arose a social class capable of carrying 
out such a discourse. 

To be sure, the scope of the texts is correspondingly narrower; 
focused on the essential, their explicative range is less grandiose. It is 
for these reasons that these texts were not scattered throughout the 
history of Egyptian religion, but rather are confined in time (the cen¬ 
turies of the New Kingdom, the sixteenth through the thirteenth cen¬ 
turies B.C.E.), though dispersed in space (Upper and Lower Egypt) 
and through the various strata of society. Though the theological dis¬ 
course was anchored in the new class of professional priests, we can 
tell from the origin of the sources that in the course of the New 
Kingdom, interest in such texts spread through the entire upper class, 
and perhaps further still. During these centuries, hymns, and espe¬ 
cially solar hymns, experienced a unique golden age. Theological dis¬ 
course, which had been only a sporadic manifestation in the 
intellectual culture of the land in the Middle Kingdom, became the 
center of general interest in the New Kingdom. 

It was not readers who had need of explicit theology in hymnic 
form. Rather, these texts stood in a very special, perhaps unique com¬ 
municative context. In the overwhelming majority of instances, they 
were tomb inscriptions. The concept of the tomb changed in the New 
Kingdom. The tomb became a place where the deceased had contact 
not only with posterity, but also with the divine, and the latter aspect 
gained ever more significance. The most important deity was the god 
of light, for proximity to him meant overcoming the realm of death 
and returning to the world above. Tomb owners would therefore have 
themselves represented accompanied by a hymn to the sun at the 
entrance of their tombs. We owe the large quantity of preserved mate¬ 
rials to this need for texts. This phenomenon had little to do with 
explicit theology. If it had only been a matter of a change in the con- 
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cept of the tomb and corresponding innovations in its decorative pro¬ 
gram, the need could have been satisfied by always recording the 
same text, or one of a small group of standard texts, at the tomb 
entrance. In fact, some texts were often drawn on for this purpose, but 
an astonishingly large number of texts were evidently fresh composi¬ 
tions. If we compare the texts, it emerges that without exception, the 
standard texts reproduce a constellative theology of the sun's course, 
whereas among ^e texts that are attested once or only a few times, a 
large number of them develop a nonconstellative theology of the sun 
god. These are the hymns in which the theological discourse of those 
centuries is preserved. Not the need for texts, but the need for new 
texts demonstrates the central position of theological knowledge and 
reflection in New Kingdom society. 

In these many texts, the historical dimension of religious ideas 
manifests itself in a density and a differentiation that were unique for 
Eg)q>t. The texts take clear positions in a process of developing the 
problematic and the tension inherent in the concept of the divine, cre¬ 
ating new, ever more precise and suitable formulations and models. 
We have already touched on this problematic several times. It has to 
do with the tension between a concept of "god" in the singular as the 
creator and ruler who sustains and maintains all, and the polytheistic, 
constellative concept of "gods" as the vehicles of actions that consti¬ 
tute the cosmos. During the New Kingdom, this tension seems to 
have intensified into a cognitive dissonance that exploded into a rev¬ 
olution from above in the upheaval precipitated by Akhenaten of 
Amama. Nothing shows more clearly than the Amama Period the 
explosive nature of the questions dealt with in the theological dis¬ 
course of the New Kingdom. Amama signified not only a new reli¬ 
gion, but also a new art, a new literary language that was closer to the 
spoken Icinguage, new policies, a new elite, and so forth. Probably no 
area of culture was unaffected by these radical changes. And yet 
Akhenaten's revolution was essentially theological in its core. Only 
theological discourse produces the context in which this crisis can be 
understood. The theology of Amama religion as developed in this 
king's hymns can be located precisely in the history of this discourse. 
Amama marks the point at which this discourse, as it became ever 
more important and central, intervened radically in the life of 
Egyptian culture and society. 

TTie process of theological discourse in the New Kingdom was 
divided into three phases: pre-Amama, Amama, and post-Amama. 
Each of these phases took a new position in the debate about the 
essence of god (in the singular), though only Amama religion pro¬ 
claimed its concept of the divine as a new god and a new religion. It 
is for this reason that the chapter describing the three phases of the 
development of theological discourse in the New Kingdom is entitled 
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"The New Gods," referring to the salient concept of a supreme being 
in each of these three respective phases. All three were new in that 
they could not be reconciled with the traditional, constellative world 
view with its three dimensions of experience of divine presence; all 
three ruptured the framework of the traditional polytheistic struc¬ 
tures and led to a fundamental change in the polytheistic world-view. 

At the end, a new, fourth dimension connected with the new con¬ 
cept of "personal piety" emerged. The human "heart" and individual 
history now made their appearance as a new dimension of experienc¬ 
ing divine presence, along with cult statues, cosmos, and speech. The 
divine was at work in the life of the individual, and the individual 
lived in direct contact with the divine; moreover, this concept assisted 
in the breakthrough of the notion of the divine that had been aimed 
at from the very beginning. The polytheistic constellations in which 
deities acted only in relation to one another and in set roles paled into 
insignificance in comparison with this new dimension of "divine 
immediacy." Instead of the mythic-polytheistic concept of action—of 
the cosmos as the actions of the gods—there was now a concept of 
action that was oriented toward the idea of a supreme being: the 
world as god's (in the singular) action. The unity of the theological 
discourse can be paraphrased with this formulation. The apparently 
heterogeneous phenomena of Amun-Re theology at the beginning, 
before Amama, the theology of Amama, and the "personal piety" of 
the Ramesside Period prove on this level to be phases of a single 
process of development that began in the Middle Kingdom. 
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Theodicy and Theology 
in the Middle Kingdom 

8.1. Theodicy and Theology 

Theodicy inquires as to the justness of the divine. It has its origin in the 
painful experience of injustice that has prevailed or righteousness that 
has foundered and is suffering. Ancient Mesopotamian and Israelite 
literature gave form to this problem in the t 5 q>e of the "righteous suf¬ 
ferer" (the composition Ludlul bel nemeqi and the Book of Job). 
Egyptian literature took entirely different directions with its debate on 
this very issue, as is only to be expected in a culture that had devel¬ 
oped such a uniquely sophisticated, distinctive, and original concep¬ 
tualization of the problem of the reciprocal relationship between 
meaning and action, doing and faring, with its principle of moat (truth, 
justice, harmony, solidarity). But it is striking that the debate assumed 
the form of sapientizd literature in all three cultures (Egypt, Babylonia, 
Israel). We should not allow ourselves to be deceived by the canonized 
transmission of the Book of Job. This is not just a matter of "world lit¬ 
erature" in the Goethian sense of genercil human signific<mce, but of 
"wisdom literature" within the specific context of ancient Israelite cul¬ 
ture, in precisely the same sense as the Mesopotamian and Egyptian 
texts are understood as wisdom literature. In contrast to the diversity 
of the various religions and theologies of these cultures, wisdom was 
an international phenomenon that was common to the Mediterranean 
and Near Eastern world. This already points to a cruci2il distinction 
between theodicy and theology. 

Literature, in the narrower sense of belles lettres (among which we 
must classify wisdom literature),* functions without a secure practical 
mooring in specific contexts of use. Because of the openness of its the¬ 
matic scope, it operates in a much broader area than traditional religious 
discourse; like all functionziUy determined genres, the latter is embed¬ 
ded in actions ("empractic") and boimd to a defined, more or less exclu¬ 
sive community of understanding.^ The radical, total challenge that the 
problem of theodicy poses to the traditional conceptual world is con- 
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ceivable only in the enlarged arena won by literature emancipated from 
established traditions of practice and understanding. 

The inclusion of theodicy obliges us to forsake the narrower thematic 
framework that we have constructed for ourselves in our treatment of 
Egyptian religion, at least for this single chapter. We are compelled to 
broaden our scope if we otherwise wish to understand the development 
of theological discourse in the New Kingdom. To understand the origin 
and development of explicit theology in Egypt, in the context of 
Egyptian religion in the narrower sense of "contact with the divine," it 
seems to me to be of crucial importance that the impetus came from 
without. Literature represents a decided "outside" in relation to the nar¬ 
rower realm original to religion as we defined it in chapter i. Its contri¬ 
bution and—^to the extent that a functional definition of literature is 
possible—^its task is to constitute such an outside, in the sense of a meta- 
or interdiscourse in relation to aU narrower cultural subsystems and 
realms of discourse. Explicit theology and the discourse in which its 
debate unfolds in speech and writing belong within the framework of 
contact with the divine, of religion in the narrower sense, notwithstand¬ 
ing the fact that they take up the broadest philosophical problems, and 
that they relate only reflectively and "metapractically" to this area of 
human practice. In this sense, explicit theology belongs in the New 
Kingdom. But we shall see that its impetus and its beginnings not only 
reach back into the Middle Kingdom, but also extend beyond the nar¬ 
rower realm of religion. The contrast between explicit and implicit the¬ 
ology thus becomes clear. Had explicit theology been endogenous, had 
its origin been in the context of religion as an explication of the concep¬ 
tual realm put into practice in contact with the divine, then its content 
would doubtless have been as consteUative as, for instance, the knowl¬ 
edge put into practice in the solar cult, as codified in the form of the cos¬ 
mographies or the Books of the Netherworld. Explicit theology's origin 
in wisdom literature and the problem of theodicy, however, clarifies its 
nonconsteUative reference to divinity per se. 

The problem of theodicy did not emerge on the level of contact with 
the gods, but on a much more general and comprehensive level of con¬ 
tact with the world, and specifically in the context of the general con¬ 
ceptual crisis that was touched off by the collapse of the Old Kingdom 
and that called into question the possibility of realizing moat, the 
Egyptian definition of religion in its most comprehensive sense. On 
this level, and in a situation of collapse, a question was suddenly 
raised, not of the gods (in the plural), and not of a specific one among 
them, but of "god" (in the singular), of the single divinity responsible 
for the creation and continued existence of the cosmos and its deities.^ 
This question of god (in the singular) was posed—and this is the deci¬ 
sive point—not in the horizon of cult, but in that of wisdom, of debate 
with traditional knowledge of the order of the world and the possibil- 
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ity of living in harmony with it. It was posed in a revolutionary situa¬ 
tion in which all order was called into question, in which all harmony 
appeared to be destroyed, and which the texts describe as chaos and 
catastrophe.^ The discourse of wisdom was expressed in new sorts of 
texts that were later handed down and canonized as literature. 


8.2. The Reproach of Divinity 

One of these novel works of literature, known by its (modern) title of 
"The Admonitions of an Egyptian Sage" or "The Admonitions of 
Ipuwer," contains bitter laments over the sorry state of humankind 
and the collapse of order.® It contains a section representing a reproach 
of the creator god: he who created humankind, he who (as the sun) 
"spends the day tending to them," should not allow that they kill one 
another, but rather ought to concern himself with the continued exis¬ 
tence of his "herd."® That was a virtue demanded in Egypt not only of 
cowherds, but—on higher and higher social levels—of all leaders of 
groups, such as expedition leaders and military officers. "There was 
no loss among my troops," they affirm, for this was the most impor¬ 
tant and positive result they could report regarding the successful out¬ 
come of their undertakings. All the harsher is the reproach raised in 
this text against the divine herdsman: "his herd is small." The god 
brought humankind into existence, but he does not tend to them. 
"Where is he today? Is he asleep? His power is not seen!" The violent 
slay the timorous, and the god's herd is decimated. 

Unfortunately, the text is so damaged that we cannot determine 
whether these bitter reproaches and questions found an answer in 
this work. In any event, there remains the astonishing fact that they 
were raised at all. 


5 . 3 . The Goodly Herdsman: The Instruction for Merikare 

The so-called Instruction for Merikare is a royal instruction in the 
form of a testament, for this literary fiction is an instruction of the 
king by his deceased father.^ It ends—^we might say, culminates—^in a 
sort of hymn to the creator god as the goodly herdsman and sustainer 
of his beneficent creation that is unique in Egyptian literature.® We 
wish first to clarify its context. The structure of the instruction, as I 
understand it, is as follows: 

I. The king's responsibilities in the realization of maat 

A. actions against certain types of creators of disorder 

B. speech and knowledge: royal rhetoric 
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C. moat and the Judgment of the Dead as the basis for dispens¬ 
ing justice 

II. Historical section: the deeds of the father and political advice 
III. Reciprocity as the principle that imparts meaning to action 

A. the confession of the father, who had destroyed the cemetery 
at Abydos during the wars with the south 

B. the relationship between maat and eternity; the god as lord 
of reciprocity 

C. the beneficent organization of the world as divine act 

The hymn to the beneficent rule of god (in the singular) thus occurs in the 
context of the theme of reciprocity and immediately follows a maxim 
dealing with humankind's (or the king's) deeds for the god, thereby doing 
right. In the framework of the principle of reciprocity, action on behalf of 
the god pays off, for the god "does not forget the one who acts for him."’ 

This do ut des maxim, at first so seemingly trivial, is placed in an 
entirely different context by the hymn that follows. Before any action on 
behalf of the god, the god has always already acted on behalf of 
humankind. Typically interpreted by the Egyptians as a process—the 
course of the sun—the cosmos is here represented as divine action that 
is intended for humankind. We have already dted the text in connection 
with the cosmic dimension of divine presence in chapter 3 (text at note 
4). Here, I see the following strikingly salient structure in the formula¬ 
tion of the hymn: 


Action 


Anthropocentric reference 

1. creation: 

sky and earth 

"for them" 

2. 

the sea 


3 - 

the air 

"that their noses would 



Uve" 

4. the sun's 


"for them" 

course 



5. creation: 

plants, animals, fish. 

"that they might eat" 


birds 


6. slaughter 

enemies, children 

— 

7. effect: 

light 

"for them" 

8. 

the sun's course 

"to see them" 

9. erection of 


(to hear them) 

a chapel 



10. creation of 


"to strengthen the back 

rulers and 


of the weak" 

superiors 



11. creation of 


"to ward off the blow of 

magic 


events" 

12. slaughter 


— 
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Twelve deeds of the god are cited, and with only two exceptions 
("slaughter," numbers 6 and 12), each one of them is expressly related 
to humankind as its basis and its goal. The world was created, and it is 
continually maintained, for the sake of humankind. The god concerns 
himself with humankind, he beholds and hears them. He protects the 
weak through the institution of rulership (an astonishing justification of 
the state!) and gives them magic to ward off disaster (a no less aston¬ 
ishing justification of magic!). These sentences are framed by two state¬ 
ments, clearly relating to one another, about the god as a goodly 
herdsman: "Well provided is humankind, the herd of the god," and 
"watching over them night and day." With its insistent repetition of the 
phrase "for them," this passage has a rather apologetic emphasis. These 
two statements, which lack the element "for them," fall jeirringly out¬ 
side this impressively closed framework. The s<ime is true of numbers 
6 and 12, which mark the middle and the end of the passage: 

He slew his enemies cind took action against his own children, 

for they plotted rebellion. 

He slew the refractory of heart among them, 

as a man smites his son for the sake of his brother. 

The reference to the reproach of the god, "his herd is small," in the 
Admonitions of Ipuwer is unmistakable. Both texts assume that 
"losses" have occurred, and the two are related to one another as are 
a prosecution and a defense. But there is a paradox, in that the prose¬ 
cution charges negligence, whereas the defense pleads homicide. The 
prosecution reproaches the goodly herdsman for insufficient atten¬ 
tion ("is he asleep?"). In the hymn, however, the god himself is made 
responsible for the losses. The concept of a father who smites his chil¬ 
dren is less unbearable than the idea of a sleeping or indifferent god 
who allows people to slay one another. In the first case, the god must 
be thinking, for he acts, but not in the second case. The god's thought¬ 
lessness, however, robs the world of its meaningful context. To save the 
meaningfulness of the world, divine will must extend even to catas¬ 
trophe, which itself must be conceivable as an act of the god. 

The meaning of the god's conduct is to be seen in the punishment 
of evil. Indeed, the Admonitions complain expressis verbis that the god 
beheld the violence of evil without doing mything. We might wonder 
whether the smitten ones bewailed in the Admonitions are in fact 
identical with the rebels and the refractory ones who, according to the 
Instructions, have fallen victim to the righteous justice of the god. In 
any case, this justice occurred for the good of humankind: "as a man 
smites his son for the sake of his brother." This is a peculiar statement, 
and we hear nothing further about it in Egyptian tradition. The mean- 
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ing is that even this has happened "for their sake," for love of the 
good among his creatures. With that, the hymn affirms precisely the 
godly involvement whose lack is bemoaned in the Admonitions. 

Ctf all the fragments of theology in the wisdom literature of the 
Middle Kingdom, this text is the most explicit. It points the way out of 
the spiritual crisis by tracing all that happens back to divine will. 
Instead of the world as the action of the gods and goddesses in the 
constellations of the polytheistic religion, it posits reality as the action 
of the creator god, which springs from his creative will to maintain, 
and which is directed at humeinkind as his children, his herd. The van¬ 
ished evidence for the meaningfulness of human existence is shifted to the 
transcendence of the inscrutable will of a hidden god. Looking ahead to the 
New Kingdom, to which this text was well known, it is maintained 
here that it is precisely this idea that stood at the center of the theolog¬ 
ical discourse that developed at a later date and would change the reli¬ 
gion and even the world view of Egyptian culture. 

8.4. The Apology of the Creator God: Coffin Texts 1130 

A third text belonging to this context of the question of the meaning of 
suffering and divine justice is handed down in an entirely different 
environment from that of the first two, itamely, not in a literary manu¬ 
script but on coffins of the Middle Kingdom; it is thus a piece of mor¬ 
tuary literature (Coffin Text 1130).^® The American Egyptologist James 
Henry Breasted performed the great service of recognizing its signifi¬ 
cance more than ninety years ago. When we look more closely at the 
context of its transmission, we see that like the hymn in the Instruction 
for Merikare, this text is the crowning conclusion of a book; in this case, 
the Book of the Two Ways, a guide to the afterlife for the soul's journey 
after death. In a sort of self-portrayed, the sun god manifests himself to 
the deceased person who has reached his gOed, the innermost circle sur- 
roimded by a ring of fire, in the immediate presence of the god: 

To be spoken by the Hidden-of-Names. 

The All-lord said, when anger had to be stilled among the crew of 
the barque. 

Be well and in peace! 

I shall tell you the four good deeds 

that my own heart did for me in the ouroboros-serpent, 

in order to silence evil. 

(1) I performed four good deeds in the threshold of Light-land: 

I made the four winds, 

so that everyone could breathe in his time. 

That is one of the deeds. 
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(2) I made the great flood, 

so that the poor man would have use of it like the rich man. 
That is one of the deeds. 

(3) I made each one like his fellow 
and forbade that they do evil. 

But their hearts resisted what I had said. 

That is one of the deeds. 

(4) I caused that their hearts cease forgetting the West, 

so that oflering;s would be made to the deities of the nomes. 
That is one of the deeds.^^ 


This speech of the creator god divides the totality of the world into 
four clearly articulated areas: 


world 



air flood humanity: gods: 

morality, religion, 

equality piety, fear 

of death 

This speech also has an unmistakably apologetic character, as appears to 
be explicitly stated in the first strophe. The speech is made only to "still 
the anger" and "silence evil," and thus is a response to an uprising and 
a reproach. It has often been assumed that this text is the response to the 
reproach addressed to the god in the Admonitions of Ipuwer. 

The reproach against which the creator god defends himself here 
must have referred to the inequality of human beings. Social inequality 
in the human realm is here represented as an alienation for which 
humans themselves are responsible, one that not only was not built into 
the order of creation as willed by the god, but was explicitly barred. The 
god created the cc»mic realm for the provisioning of humankind, and 
not only "for them," as it is put in the Instruction for Merikare, but—and 
this is important—so that each would have an equal share in it. Nature, 
as the god created it for humankind, afforded no basis for social inequal¬ 
ity; its gifts were there equally for all. And not only nature: the god also 
created humans alike, "each one like his fellow," and he "forbade evil." 
In this context, the "evil" can only be the abolition of the original, natu¬ 
ral equality of all human beings. This is the answer to the reproach that 
the god made humans different, some "timorous" and some "power¬ 
ful," but not to the reproach of indifference. He forbade evil, but he does 
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not say that he punishes it, as stressed in the Instruction for Merikare. 
However, later in the same spell (which we cannot cite in extenso here 
because of its length), we read 

I judge the poor and the rich, 

I proceed equally against those who do evil. 

Life belongs to me, I am its lord. 

The scepter of rulership will not be wrested from my hand.'^ 

This is the response to a reproach of the god's indifference. The cre¬ 
ator god does not content himself with a benevolence that is cosmic 
and, as such, ethically indifferent. As "lord of life," he is the ethical 
authority who watches over justice and before whom social distinc¬ 
tion ("poor and rich") pales into insignificance. These are leitmotifs 
that would have a determining influence on the development of the¬ 
ological discourse in the New Kingdom. 

Whereas the third instance of the god's will in spell 1130, the crea- 
turely equality of humankind, refers to the social aspect of evil 
(inequalities such as poor and rich, weak and strong, dependent and 
independent), the fourth refers to a specifically religious aspect that 
can be paraphrased with concepts like "forgetfulness of the afterlife," 
"lack of piety," and "irreligiosity"; it formed part of the experiences of 
the First Intermediate Period. In this contrast, we easily recognize the 
formulation we cited in chapter 1 as the basis of an Egyptian defini¬ 
tion of justice (or morality) and religion in the narrower sense: 

speaking justice for humankind 

and satisfying the gods.'^ 

The god defends himself against the reproach (to judge from his 
response) that he created impious creatures in human beings by 
stressing that he planted religion in their hearts by making it impos¬ 
sible to forget death. The connection between consciousness of death 
and piety is immediately comprehensible, but also astonishing, for it 
occurs nowhere else in Egyptian literature with such clarity. In the 
Instruction for Merikare, it is once stated, "trust not in the length of 
years,that is, be ever mindful of your mortality. A great many dec¬ 
larations in biographies amount to the statement "I led a righteous 
life, for I had my eye on the realm of the dead." The connection 
between morality and fear of death is well-attested, but not fear of 
death as the basis of religion. According to this text, humankind's for¬ 
getting of the afterlife represents a deviation from their creaturely 
concept. To be mindful of the West belongs to their nature, to forget it 
is their sinful alienation. The connection between the three texts 
seems evident to me. It is a typical phenomenon of intertextuality: 
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they refer to one tinother and to a common problem. The problem is 
the righteousness of the divine, which has been called into question; 
or, otherwise stated, how meaningfulness has become opaque in the 
reahns of society and cosmos. It arises from the historical situation of 
a collapse that was experienced and treated as a crisis of meaning. 

From these first manifestations of a sort of theological discourse, it is 
abundantly clear that—and in what sense—this is a question of "god" 
in the singular, not of the gods. It is also not a matter of a generic "god" 
as opposed to "man," but rather of die one specific god who created the 
world and is thus accountable for it, and before whom humankind, 
called to choose freely between working with or against him, must also 
be accountable. The problem of theodicy centers on the justification of 
"god" in the singular, not of the r^alm of the gods, on die justification 
of a single god who also cares for die other gods, for instance, by plcint- 
ing the fear of death, and thus religion, in the human heart. 

I created the gods from my sweat, 

while humankind are the tears of my eye,^® 

the All-Lord also states in the third text. This perspective, which 
posits a single god above and beyond the world and the other deities 
who belong to it, is not monotheistic. The existence of other deities is 
not contested. Nevertheless, it is clear that when "god" is spoken of, 
only one god is meant. 

The texts belong to different genres. The Admonitions and the 
Instruction belong to the newly emergent (wisdom) literature in which 
moralistic discourse went beyond the bounds of literature composed for 
practical purposes and its traditional genres, especially the moralistic dis¬ 
course of tomb biography, and reflected on the basic meaning of human 
existence in an unprecedentedly radical manner. Although the third text 
is handed down to us in the framework of mortuary literature, its unusu¬ 
ally reflective ("metapractical") level reveals its origin in some other con¬ 
text that was closer to literature. The text we shall discuss next belongs 
more securely to the realm of the literature of religious practice, even if it 
is also presumably not handed down to us in its original context. 


^. 5 . The Revelation of the God of Life: Coffin Texts 80 

Spell 80 of the Coffin Texts has been handed down in the framework 
of a sequence of texts centering on Shu, the god of air, and the element 
of air as the ba of Shu. Its recitation as liturgy and its recording as mor¬ 
tuary literature were supposed to supply the deceased with air, which 
is the central wish of the deceased in many other texts. The details 
make clear that the scope of the text points well beyond ffriis goal.^^ 
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We can treat this unusually lengthy text only summarily. It is another 
speech in which the All-Lord, the primeval creator god, reveals him¬ 
self; this speech is embedded in a speech of the air god Shu or his ba, 
in whose form the deceased wishes to avail himself of air and the 
space it occupies—that is, to ascend to the sky. According to a later- 
attested theological concept, the ba of a deity was the characteristic 
cosmic manifestation in which he or she could be experienced by the 
senses. It is clear that this concept already underlies this text: 

I am this ba of Shu who is in the celestial cow, 

who ascends to the sky as he wishes, 

who descends to the earth as his heart desires. 

The air of life is my garment, 

to emerge around me from the mouth of Atum. 

I make light after the darkness, 
the air is my proper skin. 

My efflux is the storm of the sky, 
my sweat is hailstorm and half-light. 

The length of the sky belongs to my strides, 

the breadth of the earth belongs to my foundations.’^ 

The self-created primeval god himself now begins to speak. The con¬ 
nection to the whole is clear; he does not speak about himself, as in 
spell 1130, but about his children, the air god Shu and his sister 
Tefnut, whose cosmic form of manifestation (moisture?) is unclear. 
But that is not important; as we see, the theological thrust of this text 
goes in a direction quite different from the cosmic: 

Then Atum said: Tefnut is my living daughter, 
she is together with her brother Shu. 

"Life" is his name, 

"Maat" is her name. 

I shall live together with my two chUdren, 
together with my twins, 

I being in the middle, 

one of them at my back, the other at my belly. 

As Life slept with my daughter Maat, 

I stood upon them, while their arms were around me.’® 

With a curious emphasis, the speech maintains three things: 

• Shu and Tefnut are the children of Atum 

• their (actual?) names are Life and Maat 
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• together with their father Atum, they constitute a distinct, myste¬ 
rious, and intimate constellation. 

The first of these points is a regular part of the framework of the tra¬ 
ditional, constellative theology, and the next two go beyond it. Shu 
and Tefnut are depersonalized into Life and Maat in the sense of cos¬ 
mogonic principles, and the description of their constellation with 
their father as "in front of" and "behind," as well as "within" and 
"without," makes it clear that they are not a group but a trinity, or bet¬ 
ter, that the two possibilities are paradoxically to be kept in mind at 
the same time; Atum, together with his children. Life and Maat—in 
another passage, the text explcdns the two children of Atum as neheh, 
"plenitude of time," and djet, "unchanging endurance"—as the two 
cosmogonic principles that dominate the All (= Atum): 

Atum 


(the All) 



Shu Tefnut 

Life Maat 

neheh (plenitude of time) djet (endurance) 

Sounding like a predecessor of Greek philosophical-mythic allegory, 
this passage makes clear its explicative distance from myth. Explicit 
theology is not mythological. 

The speech describes the transition from preexistence to existence, 
which the Egyptians thought of not as a "big bang," but rather an 
awcikening, a coming into conscious personhood of the primeval god 
who personified the All. United with the energies of Life and Maat 
(truth, order, justice, cosmic-social harmony), which filled and sus¬ 
tained him, he found the strength to stand up. The text centers on this 
mysterious moment when being (= life) was originally kindled, so as to 
clarify the inconceivable: that Shu and Tefnut were always already with 
Atum, and that this constellation of three deities did not exist from, but 
b^ore the beginning: 

when I was alone in Nun, inert... 

they were already with me. 

To paraphrase this basic concept of a preexisting triunity in more 
familiar language: In the beginning were Life and Truth, and Life and 
Truth were with God, and Life and Truth were God. 

Nevertheless, notwithstanding this concept of a preexisting triu¬ 
nity, the preexistence of the primeval god is represented entirely in 
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the sense of a constellative notion of person and act—as an incapacity 
to act (Egyptian nniw, "to extend inertly")* 

when I was alone in Nun, incapable of action— 

I found no place to stand, 

I found no place to sit, 

Heliopolis was not yet founded, that I might be in it, 

my chapels (?) had not been knotted together, that I might sit in 

them, 

I had not yet created Nut, that she might be at my head ,.. 
the first generation of deities was not yet bom, 
the primeval Ennead had not yet come into being— 
they were with me.^^ 

Inability to act is an intolerable condition for a creator god, Atum 
therefore said to the primeval waters: 

I am swimming, very weary, 
my limbs (?) are inert. 

It is my son Life who lifts my heart. 

He will enliven my spirit, after he has bound together these limbs of 
mine, 

which are very weary. 

Then Nun said to Atum: 

Kiss your daughter Maat, place her at your nose!^ 

Thus the cosmos came into being. What is described is an act of com¬ 
ing to one's self, a transition from a weariness that is incapable of 
action into consciousness, will, and act. In this concrete way of think¬ 
ing, it is viewed as "lying" and "standing up." "It is your son Shu 
who will raise you up," says Nim to Atum. 

In what follows, it is again Shu who speaks. In his first speech, he 
portrays his work in the created world, where every day at sunrise, he 
flows from the nostrils of the god who keeps creation going as the sim, 
for his own part enlivening the sim with breath—the sim, but also Isis 
and Osiris. He creates the light-filled space for the sun's journey by bar¬ 
que and "saves him from Apopis." In a second speech, he speaks as 
"Life, lord of time," created by Atum "when he was one and became 
three." 2 ^ After this remarkably abstract and terse formulation of the 
peculiar triuiuty of Atum, Shu/Life, and Tefnut/Maat, the air god 
describes his role as god of life: as the "breath" in the throat of the All- 
Lord, and also as grain, 

when he sent me to this earth, 
the Isle of Fire, 

and when I became Osiris, the son of Geb.^ 
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Again it turns out that the constellations of traditional theology dissolve 
in the abstractive power of this reflection. In this new identity of the god 
"Life," Shu and C^iris merge together! 

In the novel perspective of this theology, it is not the identity of the god 
that is inquired after, but rather his essence. The distinction, as I see it, can 
perhaps be made clear in the following manner. The identity of the god is 
determined by his relationship to other deities, that is, his inclusion in con¬ 
stellations. That is the specific perspective of myth. From this perspective, 
for example, Shu appears in the Book of the Heavenly Cow as the son of 
the sun god, whom he succeeds in the office of ruler over the world of cre¬ 
ation; or, in another of these succession m5dhs, as the father of Geb, who 
is driven from rule by his rebellious son; or again as the brother of the 
lioness Tefnut, daughter of the sun, who leads the raging goddess home 
from Nubia. Here, however, he appears in a different perspective as the 
son of a god who developed into a trinity with him and his sister Tefnut, 
thus not only bringing himself into existence out of the preexistence of his 
solitude, but at the same stroke r ailin g the cosmos into existence and 
beginning the process of creation. This trinity is no longer a constellation 
in the sense of constellative theology. The identities that make their 
appearance here do not constitute themselves through their distinction 
from one another, but rather through their unity of essence. 

The texts themselves stress the originality of this theology, using 
negations to distance themselves firom the conceptual realm of tradi¬ 
tional, constellative theology: 

I was not formed in my mother's womb, 

I was not fashioned in the egg, 

I was not conceived by conception, 

I was not bom in a birth. 

He did not bear me with his mouth, 
he did not conceive me with his fist.^ 

Explicit theology makes the constellative thought of implicit theology 
explicit by negating it. It manifests itself as an antithesis. It ruptures the 
constellation that portrayed the birth as a result of the onanism of the 
primeval god by stressing that this was not so. It counters the constella¬ 
tion positively, on the one hand, with the idea of a unity of essence that 
developed into a trinity, positing principles instead of the traditional 
names—the All, Life, and Truth. On the other hand, it is an inquiry into 
the essence of the divine, and here the answers are much less abstract 
and "allegorical." These negative statements are followed by 

My father Atum spat me from his mouth 
together with my sister TefnuF^ 
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he blew me from his nose.^ 

This sounds scarcely less mythological than the birth through self¬ 
gratification that was so emphatically dismissed. But appearances can 
be deceiving. Let us look at other formulations of this theme: 

He created me in his heart, 

he made me out of his radiant power.^^ 

He was pregnant with me in his nose, 

I emerged from his nostrils.^^ 

What these formulations are trying to express is that Shu is nothing 
other than the breath of the creator god. This is no mythological con¬ 
stellation. A god is not the breath of another god, any more than it 
would conform to mythological thought to conceive of a god as the 
''word" of another god. Here, the discourse begins to attain a higher 
plane on which—as in wisdom literature—we must speak of "god" (in 
the singular). The Egyptian language was not capable of expressing this 
distinction, but the texts hint at it when they avoid the names Re or 
Atum when they mean "god," speaking instead of "the one who came 
into existence by himself" (passim), or of the "creator of all" (spell 75) 
or the "All-Lord" (spell 1130). 

Shu is not just the "breath of the god," but the air, as a cosmic element 
and as the "breath of life" of the world of creation. That is the decisive 
change in this new theological explication of the world, and it consti¬ 
tutes the conclusion of the lengthy text: 

Falcons live on birds, 
jackals on prowling, 
swine on the desert, 
hippopotami on reeds, 
humans on grain, 
crocodiles on fish, 
fish on the water in the Nile, 
as Atum has commanded. 

I lead them, I enliven them 

through this mouth of mine, as the life in their nostrils, 

I guide my breath into their throats, 

I tie on their heads through this powerful speech in my 
mouth, 

which my father Atum gave me 

when (he) emerged from the eastern Light-land. 

I enliven the fish and the snakes on the back of the earth god, 
truly, I am the Life that is beneath the sky goddess,^ 
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We have here two strophes, each consisting of eight verses. The first 
strophe describes the beneficent arrangement of the world created by 
Atum, in which the creatures are diverse and each is well provided for 
in its own specific way. The second describes the single, irreducible 
principle, unspedfic to their number and diversity, that keeps all crea¬ 
tures alive, however different their requirements might otherwise be. 
Whether in the air or on the ground, in the desert or the swamp, 
whether they live on plants, animals, or water—^they all live thanks to 
the "breath of life," the breath of the god, that fills the world as air and 
is at work in every living creature. 

This is an inquiry into the unity behind the diversity of the world of 
appearances. And ffie answer is found in the single origin of all in the 
primeval, self-created unity; this is the answer of creation theology, and 
not just in this text, but in religious texts generally at the turn of the mil¬ 
lennium around 2000 b . c . e . But this text goes a great deal further. Not in 
the sense of a mythological-polytheistic constellation, but in the sense of 
a theological development, it distinguishes an essential unity: "origin" 
(Atum), "harmony" (Tefnut, in the sense of an order that bestows har¬ 
mony), and "life" (Shu as "air," "breath," and "pleiutude of time"). The 
text constructs a theology of the "god of life" on this distinction. In the 
fourth, decisive section of ffiis lengthy text, which is devoted to the 
development of this theology, the Egyptian word for "life" occurs no 
fewer ^an twelve times. This is a clear indication of what the concern 
is. An effort is being made (1) to characterize something as general, com¬ 
prehensive, undifferentiated, and fundamental as "life" as the common 
unity behind the diversity; (2) to see this unity at work in the cosmos 
in the equally (or relatively) undifferentiated, comprehensive, and all- 
pervasive phenomena of air, light, time, and breath; (3) to explain them 
as the essence of a god; and (4) to declare that this god shares in the 
essence of the creator god from whose nose he streams as breath. 

For centuries to come, Egyptian thought would be preoccupied by 
this theology of the god of life. It would be the basis of Akhenaten's 
religious revolution, the first attempt to found a religion known to 
history. But all "explicit theology" in Egypt drew its d5mamic from 
this theology, down to the Corpus Hermeticum. The inquiry into the 
unity of the divine and the manifestation of that unity that we have 
seen here—^life, moat, breath, plenitude of time—^were both the start¬ 
ing point and the dominating theme of Egyptian theology. 


8 .6. Theology, Religion, and Uinguage in the Middle Kingdom 

Before we turn in the next chapter to the New Kingdom, the peritxl that 
not only can be called the golden age of explicit theology, but whose 
history was essentially determined by the dominance of theological 
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debates (we may think of Akhenaten's religious revolution and the 
establishment of the Theban theocracy), we must discuss the relative 
importance of theological discourse in the Middle Kingdom and the 
closely related issue of the choice of the texts treated, which might seem 
arbitreiry to many who know the material. It should be made clear at 
the outset that the Middle Kingdom was no golden age of explicit the¬ 
ology. The texts treated here become meaningful only when they are 
viewed from the vantage point of a knowledge of the succeeding peri¬ 
ods. They are the beginnings or predecessors of what would become a 
determining, history-making factor in Egj^tian culture some centuries 
later. Considered in the context of the history of religion (note: not the 
history of literature) in the Middle Kingdom, the phenomena treated 
here are rather marginal. Two issues therefore seem to me to be suffi¬ 
ciently important to be mentioned briefly in this context: 

1. the relationship of these presumably rather marginal beginnings 
or predecessors of explicit theology to that which we may view 
as the central religious phenomena or events of this period 

2. the linguistic forms used by these earliest formulations of explicit 
theology and their relationship to the usual forms of religious 
and literary communication. 

The central religious event of the Middle Kingdom was the spread 
of the Osiris cult—or better, religion—^in Egyptian society, which is 
archaeologicaUy tangible in the explosive expansion of an area at 
Abydos known as the Terrace of the Great God, where a thick cluster of 
tombs and cenotaphs (Egyptian meahat, "stela-place") began along the 
festival route traveled by the procession of Osiris from his temple to his 
tomb in U-Poqe; hundreds, perhaps thousands of stelae are preserved 
to us. Perhaps "spread" is not quite the right word. For it was not so 
much the cult of the god Osiris that spread through the entire land— 
although evidently, from early on, it belonged to the "progreim" of the 
Osiris religion, played a striking role in the texts, and then became a 
reality at the latest in the New Kingdom (into the Late Period, the Osiris 
religion represented a dominant phenomenon in this sense of a spread 
to the localities of Egypt). Rather, it was ffie other way around: the 
whole land made pilgrimages to Abydos. Thereafter, everyone strove 
to participate in the days-long festival dramas newly established by the 
kings of Dynasty 12 in honor of Osiris at Abydos, and also to enjoy this 
participation posthumously by means of a stela-chapel at the Terrace of 
the Great God. Abydos became the holy dty of Egypt, 

the isle to which one must make pilgrimage, 
the walls determined by the All-lxird 
(etc.; see chapter 2.1, text at note 15).^’ 
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From this time on, the pilgrimage to Abydos became a central com¬ 
ponent of the funeral ritual and tomb iconography. Abydos is perhaps 
the earliest example of a place of pilgrimage in the history of religion, 
and the festival of Osiris the earliest example of an associated festival. 
People made pilgrimage to Abydos and built tombs or stela-chapels 
there for the sole purpose of taking part in this festival.** 

Wolfgang Helck has convincingly viewed the rites of this festival 
procession as the m)rthologization of the burial ritual of an early period 
in which Abydos was still a royal necropolis. In terms of our categories, 
this process can perhaps be understood as a mythic dimension: the 
anteriority of action to sacramental explanation, and the development 
in the Old Kingdom of a specifically divine realm of meaning that 
formed a semcintic vault over acts that were, in part, of great antiquity. 
In any event, in my opinion, there is good reason to think that the rites 
of the great festival at Abydos go back to very old royal burial rituals. 
If so, the "spread" of the Osiris religion in the Middle Kingdom finds 
its simplest explanation. We must understand the phenomenon in the 
context of far-reaching changes in the mortuary cult and in beliefs 
regarding the afterlife. What spread at first, already at the end of the 
Old Kingdom, was the specifically royal concept of a life after death: 
that the king as "deceased father" became (^iris after death and 
assumed rule over the netherworld, and that the king possessed an 
immortal soul—called ba in Egyptian—that survived of its own accord 
independently of his integration into the community, ascending to the 
sky and entering the world of the gods. With only slight modifications, 
these beliefs became valid for aU in the Middle I^gdom. Each person 
had a ba that survived death, left the body, and managed the posthu¬ 
mous journey into the divine realm. Each person became an Osiris and 
followed the m5rthic precedent of the god. Participation in the festival 
of Abydos was the concrete crystallization point of all these concepts, 
hopes, and m5rths. Because it was the burial of the god, because it was 
the god's precedent-setting transition to posthumous immortality, it 
imparted immortality to its participants. 

That we could write a chapter about the theology of the Middle 
Kingdom without mentioning these complexes of concepts regarding 
Osiris and Abydos generally, which cast such a spell on the religious 
thought and practice of this period, sheds light on the unconvention¬ 
ality of our perspective. Theology and religion are two different 
things. What happened at Abydos, and what must be viewed as the 
central religious development in the history of the Middle Kingdom, 
could be treated entirely under the category of implicit theology, 
especially in the local-cultic and the m)rthic dimensions of divine 
presence. Abydos is not a source of explicit theology. There is a whole 
series of hymns to Osiris among the inscriptions on the stelae, but 
they stand outeide the discourse of theology. Nothing was built on 
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them, they did not stand at the beginning of an evolution of ideas. 
Rather, they were constantly copied. From a theological point of view, 
they were explicitly constellative: 

Greetings, Osiris, son of Nut, 
lord of horns, with tall Atef-crown, 
to whom were given the Wereret-crown 
and broadness of heart before the Ennead; 
whose majesty Atum has created 

in the hearts of humans, gods, transfigured ones, and dead. 

To whom rulership was given in Heliopolis, 

great of embodiments in Busiris, 

lord of fear in Yati, 

great of terror in Rasetau, 

lord of majesty in Herakleopolis, 

lord of might in Tjenenet, 

great of love in the land, 

lord of goodly remembrance in the god's palace, 
great of appearances at Abydos. 

To whom justice was given before the collected Ennead, 

for whom a bloodbath was staged 

in the great hall that is in Her-wer, 

before whom the greatest powers are in terror, 

before whom the oldest ones lift themselves from their mats, 

before whom Shu has instilled fear, 

whose majesty Tefnut has created, 

to whom the Two Chapels have come bowing, 

for the fear of him is so great, his majesty is so powerfuL^^ 

This is the beginning of the most popular hymn to Osiris from this 
period; it is a typical example of its genre, and it was hcinded down over 
the millennia. It does not refer to the god's essence, but rather to his sta¬ 
tus. We need only compare it with what Coffin Texts spell 8o has to say 
about the essence of Shu as god of the air—^as life and plenitude of time, 
as the breath of the creator god and the breath of life in every nose—^to 
gauge the difference. If we wish to draw explicit theology from their 
themes, as a reflection on the essence of a deity, then we must affirm that 
the Osiris hymns of the Middle Kingdom are unproductive. The Middle 
Kingdom Osiris religion was a fact of religious, not theological history. 

Such few texts as we have singled out as theological "facts" from the 
large number of writings preserved to us from the Middle Kingdom are 
not marginal only from the quantitative point of view. They also belong 
to various genres and realms of discourse: the "reproach to the divine" 
belongs to a text complaining of political conditions, the figure of the 
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"goodly herdsman" is from a royal instruction, and the other two texts 
form part of the mortuary literature. But something else seems crucial 
to me; that each of these texts that make theology explicit ruptures the 
framework of the genre to which it belongs. Political complaints do not 
otherwise reproach the divine, wisdom texts contain no other hymn to 
the creator and sustainer of all, and the mortuary literature knows no 
other theological determination of essence in the form of a divine self¬ 
description. I think this shows more clearly than anything else that 
these are expressions of a new theme for which no tradition of dis¬ 
course had been developed. 

The divine self-presentation is probably the most unusual form, and I 
feel that it is worth further consideration. The theodicy of the All-Lord in 
Coffin Texts spell 1130 and the theology of the god of air in spell 80 are 
preserved to us through their placement in the mouth of a deceased per¬ 
son, but their original function was probably different. In any case, they 
seem peculiar in the context of other cases of a deceased person repre¬ 
senting himself in the role of a god. They were probably originally self¬ 
revelations of these gods in the form of monologues. This form seems 
significant to me. It might be that we draw too sharp a distinction 
between "revealed" religions and other types and accord too exclusive a 
sense to the concept of revelation. Do we not have here at least a related 
connection between the divine and speech? These texts break through or 
transcend the traditional relationships between deities and speech that 
we find in Egyptian religious texts, just as the explicit theology they 
express breaks through the framework of the theology of a religion 
grounded in cult. They are enclaves, so to speak, of revelation in the ter¬ 
ritory of a cult religion. Needless to say, Egyptian deities were not silent; 
qirite the contrary, their verbal exchanges are perhaps the most important 
manifestation of their consteliative relationships. The context of actions 
and roles in which they are included in the mythic dimension (which can 
therefore be called more generally the "verbal" dimension) is fulfilled 
first and foremost through speech. These revelatory monologues, how¬ 
ever, are not consteliative; rather, they are directed to all. This is an 
entirely different kind of speech from that normally used by deities. The 
difference between these monologues and the traditional speeches in the 
realm of the Egyptian deities that occur otherwise in religious texts 
should not be blurred if we insist on the distinction from the concept of 
revelation stricto sensu in revealed religions. From the Egyptian point of 
view, these monologues represent something new and unusual, and it 
seems to me that it is no accident that the theology enunciated in this 
novel manner runs counter to the basic structures of Egyptian religion. 
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The New Gods 


9.1. Amun-Re 

9-1.1. NEW FORMS OF THEOLOGICAL DISCOURSE: ADDITIVE 

THEOLOGY 

The New Kingdom was distinguished by the "professionalization" of 
theologiccil discourse. We have the sociological fact of a professional 
priesthood on the one hand, and, on the other hand, the literary- 
historiccil (or better: discursive-historical) fact of a unique multitude 
of hymns to the sun and to Amim-Re. It is likely that the two facts are 
to be connected. 

This theological "work"—^ttiis concept seems apposite, in view of 
the number of texts and the basic professionalization of theological dis¬ 
course—^was aimed at the concept of "god." A leading role, however, 
was played by the theology of a specific god, Amtm-Re of Thebes; in 
D5masty 18, the reflection on god (in the singular) that began in the 
Middle Kingdom became a theological explication of Amim-Re. As 
worked out in the texts, his role as supreme being not only places him 
in a new relationship to the other deities that ruptures all the constella¬ 
tions, but cdso relates him directly to the world of humankind, as had 
already emerged in texts of the Middle Kingdom. The form of the texts 
in which this theological work on the essence of Amim-Re (and at the 
same time the essence of god) occurs is itself instructive: it is a sort of 
divine titulary, an extension of the divine name Amun-Re by means of 
a string of epithets that follow a regular scheme and are drawn from a 
common stock of phrases.^ Expanded into eulogies, these strings of epi¬ 
thets made their appearance in the form of tiieological insertions in 
texts with entirely different purposes, the so-called offering formulas 
that appear in the thousands in the repertoire of tomb inscriptions from 
all periods of Egyptian history. They have to do with the verbal per¬ 
formance of mortuary offerings. Following the stereotyped introduc¬ 
tory formula, "an offering that the king gives," one or more divine 
ruimes are mentioned, followed by requests on behalf of the deceased. 
Normally, explicit theology is not to be sought in this genre. No such 
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eulogistic insertions are included in older offering prayers, and they are 
quite rare in later ones. They are characteristic, however, of the period 
of Hatshepsut and Tuthmosis IE. We see clearly how, as it assumed pro¬ 
fessional form at this time, theological discourse made use of existing 
genres, modifying ancient traditions of composing and recording texts. 
By way of an example, here is the eulogistic insertion from the 
offering prayer on the tomb stela of a man named Amenemhet 
(Theban Tomb 53): 

An offering prayer to Amun-Re, lord of Kamak, 
lord of eternity, lord of everlastingness, 
prince, lord of the great two-feathered crown. 

The sole one in the beginning, the greatest of the great, 

primeval god without his like, 

he is the great one who created men and gods 

Living flame that arose from the primordial waters 
to illuminate those in the sky. 

Divine god who came into being by himself. 

He who speaks, and what is to happen comes about: 
a beautiful burial at his behest, 
a mooring in the western desert.^ 

Like all the eulogies in the offering prayers, this one is constructed 
according to a pattern that can be characterized as a fixed sequence of 
divine roles: 

1. city god, for instance, "lord of Kamak," "lord of the great two- 
feathered crown" 

2. ruler god, "lord over time and eternity" 

3. primeval god, "the sole one at the beginning," "greatest of the 
great ones," "primeval god without his like" 

4. creator god, "the great one who created men and gods" 

5. sun god, "living flame that arose from the primeval waters to 
illuminate those in the sky" 

6. ethical authority, "who speaks and it comes about." 

With the exception of the category "city god," which represents a final 
link with the implicit theology of traditional religion, these roles or 
aspects have one thing in common: they are inseparably connected 
with the idea of divine unity. To be sure, Egyptian religion knew many 
royal gods, creator gods, primeval gods, sun gods, and ethical authori¬ 
ties. But this multiplicity results only from the perspective of an outside 
observer. Viewed from within, from the perspective of a participant. 
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there could only be a single deity in whom these aspects were united. 
If a new god such as Amun appeared as creator and sim god, he did not 
compete with traditional creator gods or solar deities sudi as Atum and 
Re; rather, he incorporated their essence into himself. 

Rationalizing such mergings of essence, that is, making them com¬ 
prehensible through verbal formulations of a comprehensive concept 
of the divine, was probably the primary concern of Egyptian theology. 
The Theban theology of these decades can be interpreted as an 
attempt to fill the h)rphenated formulation Amun-Re with theological 
content, that is, to develop a divine concept sufficiently comprehen¬ 
sive to include all the traditions concerning Amun and all those of Re 
as well. The pure Amun aspect of the city god and the pure Re aspect 
of the sun god are connected by the concept of the supreme being 
who had already emerged in the theological fragments of the Middle 
Kingdom in his aspects of primeval god, creator god, and god of life. 
I call this process "additive," for I have the impression that this new 
concept of a supreme being was arrived at primarily by accumulation 
and juxtaposition. All aspects of divine unity—^preexistence, creator, 
sustainer—^were combined and connected with one another by means 
of simple but well-ordered juxtapositions of sequences of predicates 
of Amun and Re. In this regard, Ramesside theology proceeded quite 
differently, namely hypotactically. 

We would fundamentally misunderstand the sense of this theologi¬ 
cal work if we assumed that it was aimed solely at the Theban city god 
Amun, who had been promoted into a state god, and none other, so as 
to elevate him above all the other deities in the land, as befitted the tra¬ 
ditional role of a state god. Rather, it was still directed at the concept of 
the divine, at the problem of thinking of "god" (in the singular), and 
not just "a god," in the framework of a pol5rtheistic religion. This thesis 
requires substantiation, for nothing seems more obvious than such a 
religiopolitical explanation. Thebes was the dty from which, after the 
second collapse of central rule in the Middle KMgdom, the third unifi¬ 
cation of Egypt had proceeded, this time in the form of a decades-long 
struggle for liberation, which resulted in the expulsion of the Hyksos, 
foreign interlopers who had ruled Egypt from the delta. Connected 
with these events was a far-reaching militarization of the political cli¬ 
mate in Egypt. In the pursuit of the Hyksos into Palestine, the state 
extended itself far beyond its traditional boundaries and founded an 
international empire. The theme of rule over the world dominates the 
royal inscriptions. The career of the Theban royal house, from vassals 
of the Hyksos to international sovereigns, seems to be mirrored in the 
rise of the god of its city to the status of "supreme being." This parallel 
is doubtless anything but coincidental, and it finds its explanation in 
what we have said about the importance of the institution of state god 
for the political identity of the state in connection with the cultic-local 
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dimension of divine presence. It certainly cannot be denied that 
chcmges in the concept of the state were expressed through changes in 
the concept of the state god. 

Such an interpretation is not unjustified, but it does not go far 
enough. It eliminates entirely the intellectual context, which stretches 
back into the Middle Kingdom and forward into the Amama and 
Ramesside Periods, and which we are reconstructing as theological 
discourse. To be sure, political history affords a context for events in 
the history of religion, one that cannot be ignored. But embedding 
phenomena horizontally in contemporary historical situations and 
processes must not lead to their being disembedded from their verti¬ 
cal or diachronic connections. My thesis thus rests on an attempt to 
imderstand the Amim-Re theology of Dynasty i8 on the one hand as 
a continuation of the beginnings of explicit theology in the Middle 
Kingdom and on the other hand as the starting point of the revolu¬ 
tionary changes that occurred in the religious history of the New 
Kingdom. From this perspective, this theology proves to be a position 
in the search for a new concept of the divine. 

That this explanation does not entirely miss the mark can be shown 
by a single detail: the fact that the eulogies of Amun-Re could be trans¬ 
ferred to other deities. One Theban eulogy appears on a monument 
from This with reference to the god Qnuris,^ and another one, referring 
to the goddess Nekhbet, in a tomb at el-Kab.^ This phenomenon shows 
that we are not dealing purely with the theology of Amun-Re, but wiffi 
formulations of a more general concept of the divine that—^if the some¬ 
what disrespectful comparison be permitted—could display the 
images of other deities like a clip-on picture frcime. How, then—if not 
with the vying delimitation of competitive systems—are we to explain 
this compulsion for theological explication and the unmistakable pro- 
pagcmdistic element in these texts? In fact, it was a matter of vying 
delimitation, but not (at least, not first and foremost) over against other 
deities, but over against older concepts. Innovation, not competition, 
caused the pressure that led to theological explication. 

9.1.2. DIVINE will: the beginnings of the fourth 
DIMENSION 

Then: an oracle procession of his majesty (i.e., the god Amun) 
without there having been a prior oracle on the "lord's stations" of 
the king. 

The entire land fell silent. 

"One knows not," said the king's nobles, 
the great ones of the palace lowered their faces, 
his (i.e., the god's) following said, "Why?" 
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The "full hearted" became "empty headed," 
their hearts trembled at his oracle. 

The god arrived at the "Head of the River" and gave 
a very great oracle at the double door of the palace, 
which lay alongside the avenue of offering tables. 

Then one turned north, 

without knowing what he would do. 

.,. Then the majesty of the All-Lord (i.e., Amun) inclined 
his countenance toward the east and gave a very great oracle 
at the western double door of the palace of the hall (named) "I Shall 
Not Leave Him," 

which lies beside "Head of the River." 

The mistress of the Two Lands came out from inside the sanctity of 
her palace. 

She went to meet the lord of the gods with praises. 

Then she threw herself down before his majesty and said: 

"How much greater is this than what is usual for your majesty, 

O my father, who devises everything that exists, 
what is it that you desire to happen? 

I shall certainly act according to your plans."® 

Thus begins the preserved portion of the account of her coronation that 
Hatshepsut had recorded at Kamak and Deir el-Bahari. It reads like the 
transcript of a novel religious experience. On the occasion of a festival 
procession, the god went beyond the framework of "what was usual" 
for him and began to "give a very great oracle," that is, to make his will 
known through spontaneous movements. The divine will was aimed at 
the choice and elevation of Hatshepsut to the kingship, a step that 
doubtless also exceeded the framework of the usual in the political 
sphere and could be justified only by a supernatural intervention. But 
it would be incorrect to interpret the events as the staging of a legit¬ 
imization of an unusual—^female—succession to the throne. This is the 
first but in no way the last time that we hear of oracles, of spontaneous 
proclamations of divine will. Here we see the beginning of something 
that was to become an ever more decisive factor in religious life, and 
not just in Egypt. Such an effective form of religious experience was not 
invented on an ad hoc basis. For it to attain such importance, it must 
have had an indubitable reality for ail, even for the beneficiaries of 
these divine favors. We thus see no reason to cast doubt on the authen¬ 
ticity of this experience. Rather, we must try to view both aspects of this 
new reality and accord each its proper place: on the one hand, the expe¬ 
rience of ^e "virulence" of a personal god who makes interventions, 
"devises what exists" and asserts his will, and on the other hand, the 


193 



EXPLICIT THEOLOGY 


relationship between festival and propaganda, which would become a 
basic feature of the religious expression of politics in Egypt and would 
be used especially in the later periods of history by the Kushites, the 
Ptolemies, and the Romans to legitimize their (foreign) rule. 

Amun was a new god, not because his name now appeared for the 
first time in the sources or because his cult was first fovmded at this 
time—both went back to the Old Kingdom at Thebes—but because he 
now showed himself from a new perspective, or in a new way, because 
novel religious experiences were now connected with his essence, 
experiences that did not fit in with the traditional dimensions of the 
experience of divine presence. The most striking feature of this new 
god was his will and the bewildering spontaneity and "virulence" with 
which he translated his will into deed and intervened in history. The 
terminus technicus for this new form of revealing his will was bilt, 
derived from a word for iron, a rare and strange substance that fell from 
the sky and thus embodied the vmusual and supernatural, the 
unearthly and unheard of. Religious festivals were the only place 
where these new, vmaccustomed experiences of divine intervention 
could be accommodated in the traditional institutions of religious life. 

With this new institution of oracle processions, with the staging and 
at the same time the authentic experience of the supernatural, of the 
tangible, personal intervention of the god, festival occasions changed 
their character and assumed a tremendous new importance. From far 
and near, people flocked to Thebes to be present at the Opet festival and 
to take part in the new experience of a new divine presence. The festi¬ 
val became an occasion of pilgrimage and thus the locus of a great pub¬ 
lic gathering that united the land and served as an ideal stage for royal 
propaganda. From this time on, royal building activity was aimed first 
and foremost at the decoration of this stage; festival halls and proces¬ 
sional ways, way stations and memorial chapels, pylons and hypostyle 
halls all served to embellish the route traversed by the god, lending 
institutional form to the new, fourth dimension of the experience of 
divine presence that was ever more powerfully emerging. 

It is seldom that we can date things so accurately. This earliest pre¬ 
served report of an oracle even states expressis verbis that no oracle had 
occurred previously and bears all the signs of an experience of some¬ 
thing new and unheard of. And at precisely the same time, offering 
prayers in tomb inscriptions add eulogistic divine titularies to the name 
of Amvm-Re, commencing the theological work on the essence of this 
god; and the custom began of adding hymns to Amun-Re on the thick¬ 
nesses of the entrances to tombs and on statuettes representing persons 
in prayer. All these innovations are obviously related. Hatshepsut and 
Tuthmosis HI fovmded and propagated not a new religion, but a new 
form of Amvm religion that was enhanced by the fourth dimension. 
Religious consciousness had changed, and these monarchs, in particu- 
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lar Queen Hatshepsut, made themselves the champions of the new. It 
is certainly an)dhing but a coincidence that this same Hatshepsut took 
up the myth of the "engendering of the son," which was related in the 
traditional categories of divine intervention in history, eind placed her 
own destiny in the light of this traditional story (see chapter 5.3). All of 
this monarch's inscriptions are stamped with the setme spirit of per¬ 
sonal religious experience and of the confessional pathos of public ser¬ 
mons that later would characterize both the religion of Amama and the 
"personal piety" of the Ramesside Period. 

Like the cultic institutionalizing of this new dimension in the frame¬ 
work of the (pilgrimage) festival eind the oracle procession, the theo¬ 
logical determination of the essence of the "new" god centered on the 
idea of his will. In the brief words of praise with which she responds 
to the god's unprecedented revelation of his will, Hatshepsut herself 
reduces this theologumenon to the most concise formula imaginable: 
"who devises (thinks, plains) everything that exists."® The will of the 
god does not refer merely to this or that detail (e.g., that Hatshepsut is 
to ascend the throne), but to "everything that exists." This formulation 
defines the world as will and conception, eind more specifically as the 
will and conception of the god. The world springs from the will of the 
god, and it owes its continuing reality to his thinking and planning 
intentionality. In terms of creation theology, the notion of creation 
through the word corresponds to this concept of the divine, and cre¬ 
ative utterance now seems to become more commonly tangible in the 
texts for the first time. But it is usually not "everything that exists," all 
of reality, but in particular the divine realm that proceeds from the 
mouth of the god. The concept of creative utterance does not in the 
first instance interpret the relationship of "god" to the world, but of 
"god" to the other gods. These gods embody the hidden verbal order 
of the world, as it were, its conception, as it was devised and uttered 
by "god," the one who, as it is expressed in a contemporary hymn, 

creates what is created, 

who speaks, and the gods come into being.^ 

A similar formulation occurs in a longer text of fundamental impor¬ 
tance for the theology of Amun in this period. Papyrus Boulaq 17 
(Catalogue gaierale of the Cairo Museum 58038), which contains hymns 
to Amun-Re.® There are indications that this text predates the New 
Kingdom, for critical portions already occur on a statuette of Dynasty 17. 
It thus represents a sort of "missing link" between the theological dis¬ 
course of the New Kingdom and the scattered attempts at explicit theol¬ 
ogy in the Middle Kingdom. The god of Hatshepsut and Tuthmosis III 
was thus in no way a new one, but he began to play a determining role 
in the religious life of the culture at the point when these monarchs allied 
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themselves with him. I shall cite the formulation in its context, which 
makes it clear that we are dealing with more than creation theology: 

Greetings, Re, lord of maat, 

who hides his chapel, lord of the gods, 

Khepri in his barque, 

who commands and the gods come into existence, 

Atum, creator of humankind, 

who distinguishes their characteristics and creates their means of 
subsistence, 

who distinguishes their skin color, one from the other. 

He who listens to the entreaty of one in distress, 
gracious to one who calls to him, 
who saves the timorous from the hand of the violent, 
who pronounces justice between the poor and the rich. 

Lord of cognition, on whose lips is creative word, 

for whose sake the Nile inundation comes; 

the lord of affection, the great of love, 

when he (i.e., the inundation) comes, humankind lives. 

He who grants a clear road to every eye 
that was created in Nun; 
whose radiance allows it to become light, 
over whose beauty the gods rejoice, 
at the sight of whom their hearts quicken.^ 

The god from whose will and commanding utterance the other deities 
emerge is none other than the "lord of moat" the ethical authority who 
"pronounces justice between the poor and the rich," "saves the timor¬ 
ous from the hand of the violent," and "listens to the entreaty of one in 
distress." We became acquainted with this concept of the god as the 
goodly herdsman who watches over justness in the Instruction for 
Merikare, where it is stated of him: 

He has erected a chapel behind them. 

When they weep, he hears.^° 

The hymn takes up this image with the phrase "who hides his chapel," 
The hidden chapel symbolizes the new dimension of the hidden 
omnipresence of the god and humankind's personal, direct access to him. 

The entire hymn is addressed to Amun-Re, but the passage cited con¬ 
tains only the three names of the sun god, by which the traditional reli¬ 
gion adored the morning (Khepri), midday (Re), and evening (Atum) 
sun. These traditional names are theologically explained as three aspects 
of the god: as ethical authority, the "lord of rnaat" with the hidden chapel. 
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the will from whose commanding utterance the other deities originated, 
and the creator of the individual, who creates human beings in their indi- 
vidu2dity. It is clearly the role of god of life that is developed in these three 
aspects. The continuation makes it dear that inundation and light are 
important, along with speech as the form of the god's effectiveness as 
ethical authority. All three—speech, Nile inundation, and sunlight—are 
forms of his soUdtous, sustaining maintenance of Ufe. Speech is clearly 
a transformation of air, which we encountered in Coffin Texts spell 8o as 
the god of life's form of effectiveness par excellence. Amun theology 
built on these concepts and surpassed (hem with its idea of a god who 
sustains the world tluough his will and his word (which are one and the 
same), by thinking it and continually causing it to emerge from his con- 
sdousness. As god of life, Amun is a god who speaks, a god who speaks 
and hears what is right, who imparts instructions, who pronoimces 
judgments, who discerns and deddes, a god of consdousness/convic¬ 
tions and thus of ethics, a personal god and thus a god of personal devo¬ 
tion and decision. 

In this sense, as a distinct, personal god of life defined by speech, 
will, and coirsciousness, and as ethical authority, Amim was a new 
god, and his worship was a new religion. In his greatness, he was not, 
like the other deities, undeniably always already present, capable of 
being experienced, and accessible to humankind in the three dimen¬ 
sions of traditional religion. Rather, individuals first had to become 
aware of his greatness, to make themselves coiiscious of him, to turn 
to him inwardly in an act of conscious decision and devotion: as the 
Egyptian formulation puts it, "to place him in their heart." In his mys¬ 
terious omnipresence, this god was beyond the traditional dimen¬ 
sions of divine presence. In the temples, in the cosmos, and in the texts, 
he was a hidden god. He was not there for everyone like breath in the 
nose. He was omnipotent and omnipresent, but he was the personal 
god of life only for those who placed him in their heart: 

Father and mother for the one who places him in his heart, 
who turns away from him who passes heedlessly by his city.“ 

He grants life only to whom he wishes, 

great old age to the one who places him in his heart, 

the breath of his mouth to the one who stands in his favor. 

The one who forever does not cease to gaze upon him.'^ 

He who gives the breath of life to him to prays to him, 

who makes lifetime excellent for him who "acts upon his waters."*^ 


Amun's religion was a matter of conscious decision and heed. It 
did not suffice to feel close to this god in the temple, in the cosmos. 
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and in sacred texts. It was imperative to make oneself conscious of 
him, to "place him in one's heart" and to act "on his water" at his bid¬ 
ding. His divine presence manifested itself in the course of a lifetime, 
in the personal history and piety of the individual. But this god also 
harbored the danger of being unrecognized by individuals. It was 
possible to "pass heedlessly by" him and not "act upon his water." 
Thus the necessity of theological work, of preaching and heeding. The 
human heart wtis the real temple of this god, who remained con¬ 
cealed in the three traditional "temples": the divine dwellings, the 
cosmos, and the sacred texts. He had to be preached to the human 
heart in the language of texts, love of him had to be spread through 
the land. 

I shall pray to you and make the gods hear 

and people know of your beauty, daily for all lime.’^ 

I shall spread love of you through the land.’® 

I shall tell all people of your power, 
for I have seen your power (?), 

I shall elevate you and lavish praise on you.’* 

This is a new language, expressing a new religion, or a new religious 
experience, or the experience of a new god. The difficulty of commu¬ 
nicating this movum by means of traditional religion and its implicit 
theology should be obvious. It would not be long before there was 
open conflict. 


9.2. The God of Amama Religion 

9.2.1. ORTHODOXY AND HERESY: THE NEGATION OF TRADITION 

The religious upheaval of Akhenaten was without doubt the event in 
the religious history of the New Kingdom. Briefly put, it amounted to 
the replacement of the entire pantheon of traditional religion by a sin¬ 
gle and, as such, a new god. This new god is known by the name 
Aten, but he had a much longer name, one that itself represented a 
piece of explicit theology. What was important and decisive about this 
act, what distinguishes it as the central event in the history of the reli¬ 
gion, notwithstanding the fact that it was an episode of perhaps 
twenty years' duration? 

On the whole, and correctly, scholars have viewed the religion of 
Amama as important because it was a monotheism that proclaimed 
the oneness of the divine. But it seems to me that it possessed a for- 
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mal characteristic that was at least as importai\t as the contentual one: 
that it was not a religion that had evolved naturally, but rather a 
founded religion, one that consciously opposed itself to tradition and 
manifested itself as a negation in the latent antithesis between implicit 
and explicit theology, between the constellative, polytheistic tradition 
and anticonstellative, monotheistic reflection. The religion of Amama 
was the first of those great religions that represented a negation of the 
polytheistic religions that had evolved naturally. AH these religions 
were founded—^the Israelite religion of Moses, Buddhism, Christianity, 
Islam—^and all of them operated with the emotionalism of negation 
and legitimized themselves as revelation. Tradition can only be over¬ 
thrown by an incursion from outside. All these religions altered the 
religious consciousness of the societies in which they made their 
appearance. Opposing themselves with a gesture of orthodoxy to the 
(as it were) naturally evolved polytheistic cults, they displaced their 
adherents from the immcment sacredness of tradition and propelled 
them radically toward a transcendent salvation. Tradition was 
rejected as heresy, as lies and deception, and the experience of their 
negativity must have been a shock to their contemporaries. 

This was especially true for Egypt. Whereas the founding of reli¬ 
gions in antiquity occurred in a relatively modem religious and intel¬ 
lectual dimate that was characterized by a plurality of competing 
religions and which had already abandoned the security of the indi¬ 
vidual and sodety in the unquestioned sanctity of evolved tradition, 
Akhenaten founded his religion in a world that—^aside from the pro¬ 
ponents of explicit theology—^was solidly and unquestioningly 
rooted in its polytheistic tradition. What must have been shocking, 
and what we must on reflection appredate as the real event in reli¬ 
gious history, is less the proclamation of the oneness of the divine 
than the act of founding a new religion and the associated negation, 
abolition, and radical abrogation of so massive a reality as the poly¬ 
theistic religion, which had evolved over thousands of years, which 
was present in the temples and cults, and which was woven in so 
many ways into the lives and the daily experience of society. 

The founding of the religion must have been all the more shocking 
in that Akhenaten proceeded with unprecedented bmtality. The new 
religion was not promoted, it was imposed. Tradition was not ques¬ 
tioned, it was persecuted and forbidden. A police achon was con¬ 
ducted against the very name of the god Amun as the embodiment of 
"heathendom," and it was hacked out of every monument throughout 
the land. This was of course just the sign that remains visible today of 
a general denunciation and persecution of the traditional cults. To 
appreciate the tremendous and consciousness-altering significance of 
these steps, we must bear in mind that this new religion did not make 
its appearance in a situation of competing doctrines of religious salva- 
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tion or general lack of orientation, but rather set itself against plain 
reality and reduced it to an excluded alternative. Probably none of this 
would have been possible without the deep rupture that explicit the¬ 
ology had already effected in the Egyptian world view by means of its 
opposition to the constellative theology of the polytheistic religion. So 
long as the new ideas remained themes in a literary metadiscourse, as 
in the Middle Kingdom, their contrast with the implicit theology of the 
polytheistic cults was presumably scarcely evident. 

With the professionalization of theological discourse in the New 
Kingdom, however, the explicit theology connected with Amun-Re of 
Thebes grew into a kind of movement and made the rupture visible in 
the context of the polytheistic view of the world. Implicit and explicit 
theology had already begun to distinguish themselves as the old and 
the new religion, and in this situation clmracterized by cognitive dis¬ 
sonance lay the significance of Akhenaten, in that he intensified the 
contradiction between the old and the new by radicalizing the new to 
the point of irreconcilability. Without this prior crisis in the polytheis¬ 
tic concept of the world, without the tension of cognitive dissoncince in 
a society whose priestly elite had begun to distance themselves ever 
further from tradition in their theological work on the concept of the 
divine, Akhenaten's founding of a new religion would scarcely have 
been possible. These factors in the historical situation were of course 
nothing more than necessary, and in no way sufficient, conditions for 
what happened around 1360 b.c.e. Akhenaten's personal adhievement 
as a theologian ctnd the founder of a religion can in no way be dimin¬ 
ished by this historical context of his deeds. 

I thus submit that in the case of Amama religion, it was not a case 
of an incursion from without, notwithstanding the fact that like all 
foimded religions, it legitimized itself as such an incursion, such a 
revelation. Rather, it was a radicalized position in the give and take cf the¬ 
ological discourse. To substantiate this thesis, I shall attempt to show 
that the negating force with which the religion of Amama, like all 
founded religions, proceeded against the tradition it branded as false 
ran in two directions. First of all, as a proclamation of a single god, it 
opposed itself to polytheism, to plurality in the divine realm. In this 
respect, it did nothing other than to deepen and to radicalize the 
opposition that the explicit theology of theological discourse had 
already posed to the constellative theology of the pol)rtheistic reli¬ 
gion. It resolved the cognitive dissonance of what had become the 
problem of the relationship between unity and diversity by abolish¬ 
ing diversity. It thought the theological discourse through by drawing 
the logical consequence of its inherently anticonstellative tendency 
toward monotheism. This negating force of Amama religion was thus 
an almost seamless continuation of the theological discourse. The 
other negating force directed itself squarely against the exponent of 
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the theological discourse, against the god Amun-Re. Amama religion 
in no way understood itself as a position in a debate, but as an 
absolutely new reality whose most dangerous opponent must have 
seemed to be Amvm himself. The following treatment of the religion 
of Amama is oriented toward this double direction of the negating 
force it directed at tradition. 

9.2.2. THE NEW SOLAR THEOLOGY 

Only since the early 1980s have newly discovered texts clarified the 
theological context of Amama religion. Previously, scholars had 
mostly referred to the hymn to Amvm-Re on papyms Catalogue 
generale of the Cairo Museum 58038 (AHG, no. 87), which has already 
been cited here several times, as a precursor, and to the tomb stela of 
the architects Suti and Hor from the reign of Amenophis III (AHG, no. 
89) as an early form of the religion of Amama. Now, however, these 
allusions are more subtly differentiated. Along with the papyms in 
Cairo, the hymns from Amama demonstrate the affiliation of these 
new texts with the theological discourse, whose implicit monotheism 
they elevate to an explicit orthodoxy. The hymn of the two architects 
does not represent an early form of Amama religion, though, but 
rather a theological movement that is now tangible in a whole series of 
other texts, and which I call the "New Solar Theology." These texts 
date to shortly before Amama, and there is no doubt that Amama reli¬ 
gion sprang from this movement and represented a radical variant of 
the New Solar Theology.^^ But as the new texts demonstrate, this 
movement was in no way a variant or early form of Amama religion, 
for if that were the case, it would have vanished along with Amama. 
In fact, these texts pick up after the Amama Period at exactly the point 
at which this new development had been intermpted by Akhenaten's 
upheaval and continue down until nearly the end of the history of 
Egyptian religion, side by side with texts expressing the rehabilitated 
consteUative theology of the course of the sun. 

The New Solar Theology can be defined as the explication and rep¬ 
resentation of the course of the svm in the nonconstellative categories of 
explicit theology. What it signified becomes clear if we bear in mind the 
central role that the course of the sim played in Egyptian polytheism 
and what an inexhaustible multitude of icons and constellations the 
consteUative thought of the traditional religion had seen in these cos¬ 
mic processes, which it explained as actions in a realm populated by 
deities. The New Solar Theology arose as a cognitive iconoclasm that 
rejected the entire mythic, pictorial world of polytheistic thought. It 
confined itself strictly to visible reality. AU its basic principles can be 
understood as theological explications of cosmic phenomena, specifi- 
caUy the sim, its light, and its movement. Summarized briefly, they are 
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The Sun 

1. is alone in the sky, so that the sun god accomplishes his course in com¬ 
plete solitude: 

You have placed yourself in the sky, you being alone.^® 

You sole sun, whose rays are in the face!^^ 

You sole sun—^how many are your embodiments!^ 

2. is distant, so that the sun god is inaccessibly distant and unfathomable 
in his essence: 

He has distanced himself on high, no one knows his fonn.^^ 

High one, whom no one can reach.... 

Hidden one, whose appearance is not known!^ 

3. is distant, but its light is on the earth: 

who comes near the face, though he is afar, 
for every face faces him. 

One spends the day gazing upon him and cannot be satisfied,^ 

You distant one in Light-land— 
your rays touch the faces.^^ 

Distant and (yet) near, 
whom one cannot discern!^ 

Very, very distant, too mysterious to reach, 
yet his rays penetrate the earth!^ 

Light 

4. opens up the world, making it visible and useful to humankind: 

Every road is filled with your light.^^ 

Light on every road.^ 

Are you not the guide on all the roads?^ 

5* fills the world with the incarnate visibility and "beauty" of the sun god: 

No place is devoid of his light.^ 

You bestow your beauty throughout the lands.^^ 
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Sky and earth are penetrated by your beauty^^ 

All lands are filled with love of him.^ 

6. reveals the god who is hidden in it: 

You cross the sky and every face sees you, 

(though) your course is hidden from their face.^ 

You are in view, though your course is hidden.^ 

7. grants the ability to see to all eyes: all eyes see by means of you: 

You are the eyes themselves, 
one sees by means of you!^ 

8. gives life to all creatures, who live on the sight of the god (on the light 
of the sun): 

Every face lives on the sight of your beauty.^^ 

No eye lives that does not see you.^ 

No one lives who does not see you.^^ 

9. is the gaze of the god, with which he beholds his creation: 

Beautiful one, who descends from the sky 
to view what he has created on earth!^ 

You pass by over all that you alone have created 
and behold them, you being alone.^^ 

Who rises in the sky day after day 
to gaze on the lands he has created-^ 

Compare the Instruction for Merikare (see chapter 3.2.1, text at note 4): 
to gaze on them, he crosses (in the sky).^ 

Movement 

10. is the "work" of the god, which he accomplishes by rising and setting 
with miraculous constancy: 

He accomplishes his tasks daily 

and does not hesitate to do what he did yesterday, 

who strives without wearying.^ 
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11. is—considering both space and time—miraculously swift: 

The day is young, the course is broad, 
millions and hundreds of thousands of miles. 

You have accomplished it in a brief moment.^ 

12. in the periodicity of his movement, the god ever again creates himself as 
a new and yet the same being: 

You are newer today than yesterday, 

while you spend the night, you are already (set) for the day.^ 

God of yesterday, 
who is bom today.^^ 

13. creates time with its cyclical, rhythmic regularity: 

Who creates plenitude of time and produces lastingness, 
who divides night and day.^ 

Who creates the years and brings forth the months, 

who makes the days and fixes the hours, 

lord of lifetime by means of whom it is calculated.^’ 

Who creates the years and binds the months, 
days, nights, and hours, corresponding to his course.^ 

14. and along with time, creates transitoriness: 

each day under you is a moment, 
it passes when you set.^^ 

15. and along with time, creates the lifetime Ch^) of every living creature, 
in whom individual existence and destiny can unfold: 

You traverse the sky to create lifetime, 
to enliven men and gods.^^ 

The New Solar Theology appears to be an inexhaustible source of 
such theological interpretations of cosmic phenomena. Radically reject¬ 
ing the consteUative mythology and iconography of the course of the 
sun, it replaces it with a religious phenomenology that proceeds from 
the visible appearance of divine actions, thus demythologizing solar 
theology and demythicizing the world view. The realm of images is 
rejected, leaving vision open to a new reality. The horizon that had been 
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henuned in by m)dhic images was opened up, setting free a veritable 
natural philosophy that nevertheless remained also a theological con¬ 
ception and interpretation of the cosmos. This was a cognitive revolu¬ 
tion that cannot simply be equated with what would happen at 
Amama. To be sure, Amama would be inconceivable without this cog- 
rutive revolution. The reverse, however, was not true. Akhenaten's reli¬ 
gious revolution was undone after his death. A cognitive revolution, 
however, cannot be undone, for breakthroughs at the cognitive level 
are irreversible. In the wake of newly won discoveries, one cannot go 
back again. Even after Amama, the New Solar Theology remained a 
determining factor in theology and the religious world view. 

The discovery, the cognitive breakthrough that revolutionized the 
Egypticin world view in a nearly Copemican manner, consisted of an 
inexhaustible multitude of phenomena it connected with the motion 
cind the radiant light of the sun, and which the New Solar Theology gen¬ 
eralized into the proposition that all life, indeed all existence and all real¬ 
ity in general, was a creation of the sun, one that was continually created 
cinew each day. light was not only considered to be the "sight" (9) and 
the "incarnation" of the sun god—^his "beauty" (5) and "love"—but 
even the breath of life that the sun beamed to the embryo in its mother's 
womb. The hymn of the two architects lauds the sun god as "the Khnum 
cind Amun of humankind."® Khnum was the god who formed the child 
in its mother's womb, and Amun the one who imparted the breath of 
life to it. The hymns to Amun from the Cairo papyrus already call him 
"the one who gives breath to the one in the egg."® 

This tracing back of all reality to the single source of the sim god, 
who continually creates through his radiant light and his time-creating 
motion (which are thus the two fundamental cosmogonic energies), 
expresses a generalizing and universalizing attitude that must be 
viewed in the context of Egypt's general openness to the world during 
the New Kingdom. The old conception of Egypt as the cosmos, as an 
islcind in the midst of chaos, was obliged to yield to a new picture of the 
world that included the rapidly expanding Egyptian political horizon. 
Gifts, tribute, and trade goods were flowing in from all regions of the 
world: from Mycenae and Knossos, from the Hittites and the Ass3nians, 
from Mitanni and Babylon, Libya, Nubia, and distant Punt. Often and 
convincingly, the universalism of Amama religion has been connected 
with the historical processes of the New Kingdom, with Egypt's rise to 
the status of a world power in the international arena, which was 
ordered by international law. I wish to emphasize this connection, but 
also to state more precisely that this was not something specific to the 
religion of Amama, but rather that it was the Zeitgeist of the era, a cog¬ 
nitive revolution that had found theological expression before Amama 
and came to dominate the entire religion of the New Kingdom. The 
general political situation of the time constituted the historical context 
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of the New Solar Theology, and this in its turn constituted the specific 
theological context of Amama religion. 

To what extent this last statement is valid can easily be shown with 
the help of the texts. For the fifteen categories we used to characterize 
the New Solar Theology, precisely corresponding formulations can be 
adduced for nearly all of them from the texts at Amama. I need not 
make such an attempt in detail here, for any reader can easily be con¬ 
vinced by consulting, for instance, the collection of translations made 
by Schlogl (1983, pp. 71-88). Here I shall cite only some formulations 
in which the Amama texts are especially apposite and precise, and 
perhaps go even further than the New Solar Theology. I shall follow 
the same ordering of the categories. 

1. uniqueness: 

You living sun, besides whom there is no other.“ 

3. distance and closeness: 

He is in the sky and also on earth.^ 

You are distant, but your rays are on earth.^ 

4. accessibility of the world: 

Every road is open by mearrs of your shining.^ 

5. parousia, "beauty," "love": passim. 

6. manifestness and hiddenness: 

He is in our sight, but we do not know his body.®’ 

You are in their sight, but no one can know your passage.*® 

7. "all eyes see by means of you": passim, for instance: 

The one who makes eyes for all that he has created.*' 

You are father and mother for those whose eyes you have created. 
When you rise, they see by means of you.*^ 

8. seeing = living: passim 

And note, in addition to the usual phraseology, the theologically 
sophisticated formulation of the Short Hymn to the Aten: 

Millions of lives are in you, to enliven them, 

the breath of life for the nose is the sight of your rays.*® 
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9. the god beholds the world: 

You have made the sky distant so as to ascend to it, 
to behold everything you have created, you unique one.** 

10. work, constancy: 

Constant in rising and setting, 
day after day, without cease.*® 

13-15. creation of time as a cosmic dimension and as individual lifetime: 

Who binds the years and creates the months, 

who makes the days and reckons the hours, 

lord of lifetime, through whom they can be reckoned.** 

You set each one in his place and create their sustenance, 
each one has his nourishment, and his lifetime is reckoned.*^ 

The earth comes into being at your nod, as you have created it, 
you rise, and they live, 
you set, and they die, 

you are lifetime itself: one lives through you.*® 

The last passage in peu^cular, which is from the Great H)mtm to the 
Aten, demonstrates impressively the clarity and logic with which 
Akhenaten thought through emd reformulated the postulates of the 
New Solar Theology. 

The content of the theological position of Amama religion had 
already been almost entirely arrived at by the New Solar Theology. 
Summarizing this position, we must stress in particular the consistent 
"heliomorphism" of this divine concept. In this theology, all state¬ 
ments about the divine are derived from the figure of the sun. The god 
is none other than the sun, and his effectiveness consists in light and 
motion. The polytheistic concept of the cosmos had explained the 
sun's course not as an action, but as a network of interrelated actions 
in which the sun god played both active and passive, transitive and 
intransitive roles in various constellations in the divine realm as his 
"sphere of belonging." This is the form in which a constellative theol¬ 
ogy conceives of a god as a person and of divine effectiveness as 
action. To think of the sun as a deity meant to unfold him into the con¬ 
stellations of a "sphere of belonging." This personal unfolding was 
reversed in the New Solar Theology. The demythologizing of the sun's 
course led to the concept of a single, solitary god who did not precede 
the world as a primeval god, as in the preexistence and creation theol- 
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ogy of the Middle Kingdom, but who eternally confronted it in the dis¬ 
tant sky across which he coursed. Instead of the god's implication in 
the world in the form of his constellative inclusion in the realm of the 
divine, there was a distant confrontation of god and world; tfiis was no 
longer a constellation, for there could be no other constellations 
beyond it. Instead of the interrelated actions of his active and passive 
self-unfolding, there was the single, one-sided active action in which he 
turned to the world, enlivening it through the "work" of his course, 
with the world correspondingly passive and reduced to the status of 
2m object of his creative and life-giving action. Instead of the "life" of 
the sun god, there was the work of endowing the world with life, and 
instead of the complex web of his personal, constellative implication in 
the world, there was the simple confrontation of god and world, with 
the divine rceilm dem)dhologized into the world (or better, "nature"), 
into the mere object and vessel of his life-endowing action. 

The extent to which this Icist position had already been attained in 
the New Solar Theology remains an open question. It is certain that the 
sun god worked alone emd "heliomorphically" in nothing other than 
his radiant light emd his motion. But it is difficult to decide whether this 
work was already seen as the only effective agency in the world, capa¬ 
ble of explaining everything. The New Soleir Theology stood, and 
understood itself, in the context of the other deities. By way of an 
example, the frcune of the stela of the two architects contains offering 
prayers to, among others, Hathor, Khons, Mut, Amun-Re, Anubis, and 
the God's Wife Ahmes-Nefertari. Though other deities no longer par¬ 
ticipated in the course of the sun, they were nevertheless there, and 
their mere existence stood in the way of a total dem)rthologizing and 
disenchantment of the world. The question is the extent to which a the¬ 
ological concept, however central it might be, was capable of altering 
the traditional structure of the experience of divine presence in the 
three dimensions of cult, cosmos, and myth. Amama religion, however, 
proved capable of doing precisely that. Akhenaten's feat was to make a 
religion out of the New Solar Theology, a religion widi cult, iconogra¬ 
phy, and conceptual dimensioning of divine presence, diat is, of reli¬ 
gious experience and contact with the divine. The principal difference 
between the New Solar Theology and the religion of Amama has to do 
with the difference between theology and religion. 

9.2.3. AMARNA RELIGION 

Though the theology of the hymns at Amama generally corresponds to 
the position of the New Solar Theology, Egyptian culture was funda¬ 
mentally altered by the introduction of Amama religion. We need only 
put together all the ways in which the Amama Period differed ftom tra¬ 
dition to get an idea of what religion meant in this stage of the culture. 
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Amama meant a new artistic style, a new iconography, new temple 
architecture, a new cult with new rituals and festivals, and also a new 
written language, to name only the most salient features. It is quite clear 
that this reUgion also effected an entirely new position on the sacred in 
the world and a different dimensioning of the possibility of religious 
communication. These facts are already dear in the iconography. 

The religion of Amama knew no cult statues. The god was wor¬ 
shiped only as the sun, his sole form of manifestation. The principle 
of symbolic mediation and representation ("indwelling") that defined 
traditional cult was replaced by the prindple of "identitary" incarna¬ 
tion. There were thus no representations of the god in the form of stat¬ 
ues. Instead, representations were two-dimensional, all of them 
induded in scenes in sunk relief. This last point strikes me as espe- 
dally interesting, for it confirms yet again the connection between 
"icon" and "constellation." Even Amama religion, which had abol¬ 
ished all the corrstellations of traditional religion and constellative 
thought generally, and, in a consistent continuation of the New Solar 
Theology, had set the sim god vis-^-vis the earth in his uniqueness 
and his solitude, could represent the god or\ly in action—and that 
means, in a constellation. The god could not be represented "in him¬ 
self," in the uniqueness of his celestial existence, as expressly stated: 

Who builds himself with his own arms, 

artists do not know him.*’ 

The god could be represented orUy in a coi\steUation with the royal 
couple, in connection with an act that was itself embedded in a great 
context that embraced sky and earth. But it was the king (usually 
accompanied by the queen) who performed this act. 

In these representations (see Figure 6), the god is pictured as a 
round disk with a distinctly convex bulge, and thus probably a 
sphere. Amama religion evidently conceived of the sun as a globe, 
unlike the disk of traditional Egyptian belief. Below the sun rears a 
uraeus-serpent, from which hangs a hierogl5q>h signifying "life." 
Rays emanate downward from the sun, ending in hands, the sole ves¬ 
tige of anthropomorphism. The hands extend hieroglyphs for "life" to 
the noses of d\e king and queen, who were no mere mortals, or lie in 
blessing (or acceptance?) on the offerings and other earthly objects. 
This representational concept had no precursor in Egyptian art. 
Traditionally, the sun disk with its outstretched wings had always 
hovered over scenes inactively, like an emblem. There are verbal pre¬ 
cursors, however, as in a passage from the hymn to Amun in Cairo; as 
one of the most explicit representatives of theological discourse, it 
develops an anticonstellative concept of the god of life standing over 
against the world in unique solitude with the following formulation: 
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Greetings, you who accomplish all this, 
single sole one with many armsP® 

Precursors also exist in the writing system: the pictorial concept of the 
radiant Aten is clearly derived from a hieroglyph that means "Ught" 
(though not "sun"). To judge from the iconography, the god of Amama 
religion was conceived of not just as a sun god, but also as the god of 
light. It might have been thought that this "personal union" was obvious 
and lay in the nature of things. This is perhaps physically but not histor¬ 
ically correct. Like many people who have lived close to nature, the 
Egyptians did not originally make a causal connection between daylight 
and the light of the sun. In the Coffin Texts, it is Shu, god of the air, who 
"mcikes it Ught after the darkness." The word shu originally meant "Ught- 
fiUed air," and although it served as a divine name designating the god 
of air, its meaning as a lexeme changed in favor of "Ught." Evidently hid¬ 
den behind Amama reUgion was a physical concept that perceived the 
connection between dayUght and the sun while retaining the connection 
between Ught and air. The god of this reUgion was the sun, which filled 
and penetrated the earth in the form of air replete with Ught. 

This representation is always accompanied by an explanatory cap¬ 
tion—the lengthy name of the new god, which on the analogy of the 
royal titulary was written in two cartouches: 

(Re-Harakhty, who rejoices in Light-land) 

(in his name Light, which is in the sun). 

This formulation, which still contained the divine name Re-Harakhty 
and that of the air god Shu, which was homonymous with the word 
for "Ught," was later changed to 

(Ruler of the horizon, who rejoices in Light-land) 

(in his name as Light which comes from the sun). 

However we are to understand this complex formulation, it is clear that 
we are dealing with an item of expUcit theology. With it, a theology that 
has congealed into an orthodoxy is attempting a precise definition of the 
essence of the god, one that excludes any misunderstanding or error of 
interpretation, which we understand only when we know what it was 
directed against. The affirmative content of the formulation can be 
reconstructed only by reading it as a negation. What is negated here are 
the dimei\sions of divine presence that had been integrated into the 
world view of traditional reUgion. The new god did not take the place 
of individual deities such as Amun or the sun god, but rather of the 
divine realm as a whole, and he was obUged to meike a fresh definition 
of his unmanence, his accessibiUty, his capabiUty of being experienced. 
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"Who rejoices in Light-land" refers to the cultic-local dimension, to the 
idea of Ihe earthly residence of the divine. Light-land is normally the 
celestial, cosmic locale of the deity, but here, it also refers to the city of 
Amama, whose ancient Egyptian name was "Light-land of Aten (i.e., 
the sun)." "In his name as light..." refers to the verbal dimension of 
divine presence. What is meant is that the god has Light as his name, not 
in the sense that he is called light, but in the ser\se that Ught embraces all 
that can be said about this god. His essence is manifest in light, not in 
myths and genealogies. V^th that, the three dimensions of divine pres¬ 
ence are reduced to the single dimension of the cosmic. TTiere is no divine 
presence other than light. For this reason, the temples consisted of open 
courts, and mythology and speculation were discarded in favor of a 
theology that exhausted itself in a theological interpretation of sunlight. 

The hymns in which this theology of light is developed constitute 
the apogee of religious poetry in Egypt. Their unique beauty is 
explained on the one hand by their theologically grounded confine¬ 
ment to a nature flooded by light and to visibility as the sole dimension 
of divine presence, and on the other hand by the unique explicative 
pressure imder which this new religion placed itself. In these h5mtms, 
which were doubtless written by the king himself, a new teaching had 
to be developed in an obligatory form and propagated among the peo¬ 
ple. Thus emerged texts of unprecedented clarity and explicitness. By 
way of an example, the notion of endowing the embryo in the womb 
with life, which had been touched on in older texts with brief turns of 
expression ("who gives breath to the one in the egg," "Khnum and 
Amun of humankind"), was now expanded into an embryological trac¬ 
tate of no fewer than eighteen verses. Confinement to the visible pre¬ 
cluded any theological speculation about creation, for the creative 
power of the god had to be demonstrated in the visible present. It was 
thus that embryology replaced creation theology, along with another 
theme that I call the "beneficent order of the world." The creator dis¬ 
closes himself to the beholding eye in the plenitude and the demon¬ 
strable order of his works. The Great H5ann to the Aten develops this 
theme in thirty verses that twice culminate in an astonished cry: 

How many are your works, 

which are hidden firom view, 

you sole god, whose like does not exist!^* 

How effective are your plans, 

O lord of the plenitude of time!^ 

This hymn praises the diversity of creatures, the many forms of life, the 
various races and languages of humankind, and the varied living 
requirements of these people. While the Egyptians lived on the Nile, the 
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god had "placed a Nile in ihe sky" in the form of rain. Plenitude and 
order—^precisely that which is also wonderingly praised in Psalm 104: 

O Lord, how manifold are your works! 

You have created them all in wisdom. 

Verses 20 through 30 of Psalm 104 go back to the Great Hymn to ttie 
Aten. Its theme—the demonstration of the life-endowing, creative 
effectiveness of the god in a world demythologized into "nature"— 
made the text theologically acceptable, and its unique clarity and 
explicitness were capable of being translated. This relationship was 
recognized by scholars at an early date, after which it was cast into 
doubt. But the evaluation of night as the absence of the divine is deci¬ 
sive. In the Amama hymn, we read 

When you set in the western Light-land, 
the earth is in darkness, 
in the condition of death.... 

Every be2ist of prey comes out of its den, 
every worm bites.” 

In Psalm 104, we find 

You create darkness, and it is night. 

Then all the beasts of the forest rise. 

The young Hons roar for prey, 
begging their food from God. 

When the sun rises, they withdraw 
and lie down in their dens. 

This negative valuation of night as the suspeitsion of the divine, life- 
endowing light is specific to Amama religion. The psalmist could not 
have derived the inspiration for his verses fix)m any later Egyptian 
text. In the alternation of day and night, the god gives life to the world 
and takes it away: 

When you rise, they live, 
when you set, they die.^'* 

The psalm expresses the idea, stripped of its specifically solar form, thus: 

When you hide your face, they are in terror. 

When you take (your) breath away, they perish and return to dust. 
When you send forth your breath, they are created, and you renew 
the form of the earth. 
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This very motif already occurs in one of the Amama Letters (no. 147), 
in a verse cited by Abimilki of Tyre in his letter to the Egyptian king; 
it is most likely translated from Egyptian and in any case is of 
Egyptian inspiration: 

Who gives life through his sweet breath 

and diminishes (it) through his might.^ 

In this single instance, we have a connecting link between 
Egyptian, Canaanite, and biblical poetry. Yet Moran, basing his work 
on an article by Grave,^* renders these verses as 

qui accorde la vie par son doux souffle 

et revient avec son vent du nord.^ 

It seems evident to me, however, that the idea of the god's intermittent 
injection of life into the world is common both to the Psalm and to the 
Egyptian hymn. The "sweet breath" that appears in the Bible as rmch 
is a common Egyptian metaphor both for time and light. "The sight of 
your rays," we read in the Shorter Hymn, "is the breath of life in their 
noses."^ Naturally, this does not mean that biblical monotheism goes 
back to Amama, as Sigmvmd Freud in particular affirmed in his influ¬ 
ential Moses and Monotheism. The theological connection consists sim¬ 
ply in a certain relationship of the respective concepts of nature: in the 
concept of a nature that has been demythologized but is nevertheless 
creaturely and intimately connected to the creator, so that its very exis¬ 
tence is itself a great h5nnn to the deity who created it. 

In the tradition of ffie theological ffiscourse, Akhenaten's god rep¬ 
resents the idea of the "god of life" in its purest form of expression. In 
this regard, he most nearly resembles the god Shu in the Middle 
Kingdom theological concept treated in chapter 8.5, in which the air 
god Shu is explained as "life" and as "plenitude of time." These are 
the two central concepts of Aten theology. Where he is not called by 
his lengthy theological name, he is regularly styled "the living svm," 
and the word neheh, "plenitude of time," is used as if it were another 
personal name of the god. Eliminating all other aspects of uniqueness 
that the "additive" Amvm theology of Dynasty 18 had heaped on its 
god—^primeval god, creator god, and especially ethical authority (this 
aspect is discussed in the next section)—Amama theology concen¬ 
trated on the single aspect of god of life, and with its uniquely explicit 
and penetrating description of visible reality, it strove to trace every¬ 
thing back to a single source of life: the sun. We stand here at the 
threshold less of the monotheistic vmiversal religions than of natural 
philosophy, and had this religion won out, we might have expected a 
Thales rather than a Moses. The sun continually created reality 
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through light and motion, that is, through visibility and temporality. 
The inexhaustible living energy of the svm—"millions of lives are in 
you, to give them life"^®—radiated into his creatures through the rays 
of the sun, considered as the breath of life, and the world, made visi¬ 
ble and accessible and ordered by his light, emerged from the god as 
his embodiment: 

You create millions of embodiments from yourself, alone: 

cities and towns, 

fields, roads, and river.®° 

Through its movement, the sun also created time, in which the world, 
formed and endowed with life, could unfold daily: "You are lifetime 
itself—one lives through you."®' 

9.2.4. REPRESENTATIVE THEOCRACY — CONCEPTUALIZATION 

OF DIVINE ACT 

Notwithstanding all his "cosmosizing" and "heUomorphosizing" of the 
concept of the divine, Akhenaten still clung to the explanation of cosmic 
processes as action, as made clear by the text passages already dted. The 
New Solar Theology had already replaced the network of actions of the 
traditional world view, in which the svm god was entangled as both an 
agent and one acted on, actively and passively, transitively and intran¬ 
sitively, with a single, transitive action of a single god; replaced constel¬ 
lated interaction with action; and replaced life and rulership with the 
animation and domination of the world by the god. The world had thus 
already been demoted to the status of object of divine action, notwith¬ 
standing the fact that the other deities still had a place in it. Akhenaten 
pursued this path to its logical conclusion by dispensing with the other 
deities. The polytheistic world view, which conceived of the relationship 
between the sun god and the world as interaction and as a differenti¬ 
ated, constellative involvement of the god in a realm populated by 
deities, had granted the world a differentiated, divine life of its own. The 
new world view, which set the distant sun over against the world, had 
undifferentiated it. Akhenaten did away with its divine status. 

This tradition of a solar understanding of nature—the "reading" of 
nature from both the manifest and the hidden effects of the svm's light 
and movement—has already been traced back to the implicit theol¬ 
ogy of wall reliefs of Old Kingdom date in connection with the cosmic 
dimension of divine presence. In this regard, Akhenaten effected a 
breakthrough in an area that had presumably concerned Eg)^tian 
religion from the very beginning without ever dominating it: the cos¬ 
mic dimension. We must now inquire as to the manner in which this 
dimension can be reconciled with the category of action that is con- 
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nected to the concept of the creator god as a person and thus to the 
third dimension of speech and semantics, of sociality and communi¬ 
cation. In other words, in a world devoid of other deities, who is the 
partner of this god? For whom does this god act when he rises in the 
sky? The Instruction for Merikare had already supplied an imequivo- 
cal response to this question: "for them," for humankind, the "cattle 
of the god," his "images that have emerged from his body." This "for 
them" occxurs often enough in the hymns at Amama: "They live when 
you rise for them."® At Amama, however—and this is new—this 
anthropocentric reference that imderstood the course of the sun as 
"work," as the god's service to humanity as a herdsman, was overlaid 
by another reference, namely, to the king. The god rises in the sky to 
endow his creatures with life, but he does this for the king, his son: 

The rising one, he makes all that exists grow for his son; 
haste has been in every foot since you founded the earth. 

You direct them for your son, who emerged from your body, 

... Akhenaten.® 

The god's life-endowing effect relates to the creatures, but his ruler 
endowing effect relates to the king: 

Your rays embrace the lands to the end of your entire creation, 

as Re, you reach their boimdaries 

and subject them to your beloved son.®* 

Light and time, the two forms of divine act, have a double expla¬ 
nation. Not only do they repeatedly endow the world with new life, 
existence, and reality, but in doing so, they maintain it in an equally 
perfect state of dependence. 

At your nod, the earth comes into being as you created it: 
you rise, and they live, 
you set, and they die.®® 

This dependency is explained as the god's rulership over the world. As 
the sole soxurce of life, the sim is lord over life and death. The god sub¬ 
jects the world and makes it obligated to him by means of his rays, and 
the task of the king is to administer it for the god and to make offerings 
to him of what the god had obligated to himself through his rays. 

What is imder the sky, to its end, 
all that your rays behold, 
belongs to your son as you created it, 
that he may gladden your heart with it.®® 
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Life cind rulership, these two age-old categories in flie religions expla¬ 
nation of the course of the sun (see AHG, pp. 35-63)/ transitively 
restated as enlivening and mastery, now became the central concep¬ 
tual categories of divine action. The theme of domination is what was 
expressed by writing the god's name in cartouches. The god's rule 
over the world was realized as a theocracy. It was not, however, an 
"identitary" theocracy (borrowing from the terminology of political 
science), but rather a "representative" one. The god exercised his rule 
with and through his son. This was the only real constellation left in 
Amama theology. It was constructed in the form of a triad, for it 
included the queen as well as the king. The official proclamation of 
this divine rule reads 

Live the king and father (Re-Harakhty, who rejoices in Light-land) 

(in his name Light, which is in the sun), who gives life forever and 
ever; the lord of tiie Two Lands (Akhenaten), great of lifetime; the 
mistress of the Two Lands (Nefertiti), who lives forever.®' 

Structurally, this constellation is identical to that developed in Coffin 
Texts spell 80, a text we classified as "theological discomse" and thus 
as belonging to the tradition of explicit theology. Akhenaten, who 
stood in that tradition, must have known this text, or at least the the¬ 
ological concept that lies behind it 


Atum Aten 



Shu Tefnut Akhenaten Nefertiti 

"life" Maat 

This is the triad of Amama as it was represented on tiie stelae of 
household altars (Figure 6). This triad was the object of household 
cults and private devotion, and it was the only form in which the new 
god was accessible to the piety of the individual. The rich constructed 
small sanctuaries with three altars for this triad in the gardens of their 
villas. The king and the queen prayed to the god, and the people 
prayed to the triad. It was only in this triad that the cosmic life force 
of the sim manifested itself as a god in act *md was accessible to the 
prayerful devotion of humankind. In the religion of Amama, piety 
was a relationship between the god and the king (father and son) on 
the one hand, and between the king and the people on the other hand. 
Direct human piety toward the god was excluded, for outside the 
theocratic constellation, the god was nothing other than the sun, than 
life-giving power. Piety is an act of turning toward that presupposes 
the possibility of turning away, and thus presupposes conscious deci¬ 
sion. Piety means to place a deity "in one's heart." In Amama religion. 
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FIGURE 6. Akhenaten and Nefertiti. Berlin Egyptian Museum 14145. 
From Nofretete » Echnaton (Berlin, 1976), no« 78, 


it was just this form of personal piety that was reserved for the king, 
as the only one who had placed the god in his heart and as the only 
one to whom the individual could make a pious decision to turn. 

I am your son, who is beneficial to you 

and who elevates your name; 

your power and your might are fast in my heart,®® 

says Akhenaten in the Short Hymn to the Aten, whereas in the Great 
Hynm, we read 

When you are gone, and there is no longer an eye 

whose sight you have created, 

so that you must not see yourself alone, 

and that which you have created, 

even then you remain in my heart, 

for there is no other who knows you 

besides your son, Akhenaten.®^ 
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Amama religion monopolized piety and knowledge of the god—^in 
Egypt, the two were inseparable, for the heart was the seat of emo¬ 
tions and knowledge—^in the institution of kingship. What that meant 
is made clear in the following section. 

9.2.5. ATEN AND AMUN 

I have already noted that of all the deities of the traditional pantheon, 
only Amtm was systematically persecuted. His name was erased from 
every monument in the land with a thoroughness that serves us as a 
reliable criterion for dating: where the name is not destroyed, the 
monument was built at a later date. This persecution directed specif¬ 
ically at Amim must have had a special meaning. What was expressed 
was a rejection, a negating force that cannot be comprehended with 
the categories discussed thus far. 

There is a somewhat superficial explanation of fius phenomenon that 
perhaps nevertheless contains a kernel of truth. It has to do with con¬ 
siderations of economic politics. Because of huge donations from the 
Tuthmosid conquerors, the Theban state god Amun had grown into an 
economic power that gradually threatened to become dangerous to the 
kingship. It is doubtless correct that in the local dimoision of divine 
presence, Amun was by far the wealtiiiest deity, far surpassing all the 
others. When it became a matter of initiating and endowing the cult of 
a new god, it was first and foremost Amim whose possessions must 
have been drawn on for this purpose. The new god also appeared in 
Amun's role as state god before he was proclaimed to be the only one. 
This exacerbated the situation. As the symbolic personification of the 
state and the "father" of the king, Amim was his only rivaL But it was 
surely not as an economic power that Amun was dangerous to the king- 
ship. The donations made to temples were in no way inaccessible to the 
king. Wars had only to be waged "by command of Amun" to be 
financed from the temple treasury. Rather, Amim was dangerous to the 
kingship through that other form of his presence which we have pro¬ 
posed to designate the "fourth dimension." Amun was the speaking 
god, the divine will that intervened in history, the god who was capable 
of being immediately experienced by individucds, and to whom the 
individual could directly turn, the god who in many ways threatened to 
shrink the king's "monopoly on action." In fiie god Amun and the 
fourth dimension of divine presence ttiat he embodied, history, a more 
far-reaching change in the "structure" of piety in Egyptian religion was 
heralded than Amama religion itself meant. In file persecution of Amun, 
there emerged fiiat other negating force of Amama religion, one that 
had a distinctly conservative character and was directed less agciinst the 
past than against the future. A comparison of the two gods is finis 
informative with regard to both, and it will help us better to understand 
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not only the religion of Amama, but also the development that followed 
it. I shall make this comparison on the basis of certain points that all 
derive from the confrontation of cosmos as the second dimension of the 
e)q?erience of divine presence, which was absolutized at Amama, and 
history as the fourth dimension, which was repressed by Amama. 

Amun, the God Who Went out in Procession 

In the context of the cult of Amun, festival processions had gained new 
importance as occasions for making the god's will known. The whole 
land would travel to Thebes, which developed into a place of pilgrim¬ 
age, a holy city of a new sort Temple architecture took Ws into 
account and expanded into urban dimensions. What corresponded to 
this at Amama? The concept of a procession could not be associated 
with a purely cosmic, "heliomorphic" god. The sun's only movement 
was its course in the sky. At Amama, the king was the god who went 
out in procession. Architectonically—^and thus evidently also ideolog¬ 
ically—the concept of procession played an even greater role at 
Amama than at Thebes. The layout of the great Aten temple is practi¬ 
cally a caricature of the principle of a processional way. The king's pro¬ 
cession is the most popular theme in Amama iconography. The many 
kiosks and windows for royal public appearances took the place of the 
way stations at Thebes. In ^e framework of Amama religion, the pub¬ 
lic appearances of the royal family had a hierophanic quality; they 
were manifestations of the god who, as the sun, was inaccessible to the 
personal devotion of the people. The divine was personally present to 
the people only in the ceremonial processions of the king. 

Amun, the Speaking God 

Amun was the god who "devised what exists," from whose verbally 
articulated will reality arose, although he did not express himself in 
speech, but rather through the code of his barque's movements in pro¬ 
cessional oracles. With him was connected a new form of dialogue 
between king and god, lengthy exchanges in which the king praised 
the god and the god proclaimed his will and his pleasure in speeches 
that were in part highly poetical. There was nothing of that at Amama. 
At Amama, we have superb royal hymns, but not a single fragment of 
divine response. The god's "expression" was cotdined entirely to light. 
In the Great H)ann to the Aten, while Akhenaten says, "You cause him 
(i.e., the king) to know your plans and your might,"^ this is not a ver¬ 
bal revelation, but rather an "enlightening" of the king, on whom the 
true meaning and the correct explanation of the divine light has 
dawned. Aten was a silent god. The concept of oracles, of miraculous 
signs, of unforeseeable interventions, was unthinkable at Amama. 
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Amun, the Ethical Authority, the Judge and the Helper the Needy 

Nothing is more characteristic of the conservative tendency of 
Amama religion than the complete elimination of this aspect from its 
concept of the divine. The function of divine judge, which had its ori¬ 
gin in the problem of theodicy, was one of the central concepts in the 
explicit theology of the Middle Kingdom. The divine judge plays an 
important role in the Instruction for Merikare and the hymns to 
Amim on papyrus Cairo CG 58038,’* two texts that were known in the 
Amama Period. In both texts, the role is particularly connected with 
the sun god, and it was only when he was equated with Amun that 
the latter became an ethical authority. In view of the unmistakable 
similarity of the hymns at Amama to these two texts, the omission of 
this important, ethical aspect of the god is doubly striking. It is in 
royal texts that we find the corresponding phraseology. The king is 
the one who "lives on Maat" and looks after the poor, the god of des¬ 
tiny whose will and grace decide the fortimes of the individual. At 
Amama, the divine role of judge and helper, of "ethical authority," 
was thus one of the personal aspects of the deity that could be expe¬ 
rienced by individuals only in connection wifti the king, and which 
the king thus made manifest as the representative of the god. As the 
sun, the god shone over the just and the unjust. His judging, punish¬ 
ing, and saving will was embodied in the king alone. 

Amun, the God cfthe Individual 

A Theban text says of Amun, 

Father and mother of the one who places him in his heart, 

but who turns away from the one who passes heedlessly by his dty.’^ 

At Amama, the god is also called "mother and father" (and always in 
that order): 

You are mother and father for those whose eyes you have created; 
when you rise, they see by means of you.” 

Such predicates are characteristic of the New Sol<ir Theology as a whole: 

You are mother and father for all eyes, 

you rise for them daily, to create life for them.” 

This soimds similar, and perhaps this is why scholars have not noticed 
what appears to me to be the decisive difference. At Amama, the sta¬ 
tus of children of the god was a natural and given relationship that the 
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individual shared indiscriminately with all other human beings, and 
indeed, with all creatxues that had eyes. The individual always already 
stood in this relationship, regardless of whether it had consciously 
become his, and it could not be taken away from him. At Thebes, how¬ 
ever, to be a child of the god had been a relationship in which the indi¬ 
vidual placed himself consciously, by "placing the god in his heart," 
and the god in no way granted it to all indiscriminately, but rather, 
with perfect reciprocity, only to those who devoted themselves to him. 

Amun had confronted the individual with a claim to a decision and 
to conscious devotion, for he himself was a god of conscious devotion, 
the divine concept of a new, individualized stage of consciousness, will, 
and decision. In this respect, Amama represented an attempt to reverse 
this thrust at individuation and to con^e humanity, vis-^-vis the god, 
to the undifferentiated collective identity of creatureliness. Reciprocal 
devotion was restricted to the relationship between the god and the 
king, on the one hand, and on the other, the king and his officials. 

All four aspects discussed here belong to the fourth dimension, 
and in all of them, it was not the god but the king who took the place 
of Amun. Considered from the standpoint of the king, the repression 
of the fourth dimension in Amama theology has the character of a 
retaking of a lost or at least an endangered bastion. Religious activity 
was one of the most important monopolies of the Egyptian kingship. 
As the one in charge of offerings, cult, and temple architecture, the 
king was the sole person called and authorized to act before and on 
behalf of the divine. Although these functions and this authorization 
were largely delegated to the priesthood, he remained the only per¬ 
son who could have contact with deities in his own right. The possi¬ 
bility of direct contact with the divine on the part of individual 
human beings, of their acting before and on behalf of the divine, did 
not exist in the traditional three dimensions of divine presence. 
Rather, it made its appearance in a fourth dimension that altered the 
traditional structure in the same way that the god transcended the 
three-dimensional structure of implicit theology and began to inter¬ 
vene directly in the history of the human realm by means of sponta¬ 
neous expressions of his will. 


9 . 3 . World-God and Helper of the Needy: The Transcendent God of 
the Ramesside Period and the Breakthrough of the Fourth Dimension 

9 . 3 . 1 . PRELUDE 

Amama religion was not a naturally evolved one; it was a founded 
religion, the &st one we know of in the history of religion—and it did 
not outlast the lifetime of its founder. It was an episode of no more 
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than twenty years' duration. But its consequences were so deep and 
so wide-ranging that they cannot be overestimated. They were felt in 
every area possible, with the result that on the whole, the transition 
from Dynasty i8 to Dynasty 19, to the Ramesside Period, represents 
the turn of an era, perhaps the most significant turning point in all of 
Egyptian intellectual history. We shall confine ourselves here to reli¬ 
gious phenomena in the narrower sense, which constituted the center 
of events. We can justifiably speak of file religion of the Ramesside 
Period as a "new religion." It was neither founded, nor did it evolve 
naturally. It was the old religion, but—^to use an image from natural 
history that imposes itself in this cormection—^it had altered its struc¬ 
ture under the tremendous pressure of tite Amama Period. In this 
respect, the religion of Amama was the prelude to Ramesside reli¬ 
gion. It produced the specific climate from which the old religion 
could emerge altered into something new. 

In what did this "climate," this "tremendous pressure" consist? In 
the banning and the persecution with which Amama religion overran 
the old deities and their cults, in particular that of Thebes and its god 
Amvm-Re. Amama religion doubtless had more effect with the nega¬ 
tive vision of its censorship than with the positive vision of its canon. 
We do not know how widespread the new religion was among the 
Egyptian population, but we would surely not be wrong in imagining 
that the munber of its adherents was rather small. In an age in which 
there were no mass media, such a far-reaching and sudden change 
could only have affected the tiny elite whom the king reached with his 
"teaching." But all felt the force of the bmtal persecution of the old reli¬ 
gion. The cessation of the cults, the expulsion of the priests, the closing 
and destruction of the temples, the hacking out of representations and 
names that had fallen out of favor, took place for all to see. For a brief 
time (though for those concerned, a nightmarishly long one), tradi¬ 
tional polytheism experienced the same fate that would finally be 
dealt it by Quistianity fifteen hundred years later. The fact that we 
know so little about the repercussions of this early culture shock, that 
no sources provide insight into the details of what happened, into how 
it was experienced and coped with, should not lead us to believe that 
these were theological disputes that left the common man cold. Quite 
the opposite seems to have been the case. To be sure, the common man 
had little share in the official cult of the new god. Instead, he had an 
even greater share in the coercion of the state, which was vigilant lest 
he secretly practice some forbidden cult. In that way, religious ques¬ 
tions probably affected him more than ever before. 

It is in fact strange that so little thought has been given to this side 
of Amama religion, though it must have constituted the greater part 
of its everyday reality. All too often, it is pictured as an era that was 
inspired by light, that rejoiced in nature, and was open to the world. 
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and not as a time of religious intolerance, persecution, and police con¬ 
trol It is correct to orient oneself to the sources, but we must not for¬ 
get that these sources preserve only the official picture. In this 
instance, little imagination is needed to conjure up the dark side of the 
picture. And once we think through this matter of persecution, we 
even find sources whose expressiveness has heretofore remained 
unappreciated. 

T^e way is pointed by a text that evidently stems from the period 
of persecution itself. A uwb-priest of Amun and functionary in the mor¬ 
tuary temple of Smenkhkare, Akhenaten's successor, recorded the text 
in a tomb from an older period, and thus in a relatively hidden spot: 

My heart longs for the sight of you, 

O lord of the persea tree, 
when your neck receives garlands! 

You grant satiation without eating, 
and drunkenness without drinking. 

My heart longs to see you, 
joy of my heart, 

Amun, champion of the poor! 

You are the father of the motherless, 
the husband of the widow. 

How lovely it is to speak your name: 
it is like the taste of life, 
like a garment for the naked, 
like the scent of a flowering twig 
at the time of summer's heat. . . 
like a breath of air for him who was imprisoned. 

Turn back to us, O lord of the plenitude of time! 

You were here when nothing had come into being, 
and you will be here when "they" are at an end. 

You let me see darkness that you give— 
shine for me, that Imight see you! 

Oh, how good it is to foUow you, 

Amun, O lord, 

great to find for the one who seeks him! 

Drive off fear, place joy 
in the heart of humankind! 

How happy is the face that beholds you, Amun: 
it is in festival day after day.^^ 

I take this poem to be a psalm of mourning that describes the situa¬ 
tion during the period of persecution. If this interpretation is correct. 
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the experience was characterized by an almost paradoxical antinomy 
of exterior and interior: external absence of the god and internal cer¬ 
tainty of belief. On the one hand, the poem speaks in a mourning tone 
of longing for the sight of the god, who has turned away ("turn back 
to us") and of the "darkness" of the god's absence, and on the other 
hcmd, it speaks with praises of the inner experience of a divine pres¬ 
ence that has become detached from all external signs: satiety wiAout 
eating, intoxication without drinking, precise metaphors for the 
almost mystical experience of divine presence, even in the absence of 
the festival that had once caused the god to appear before the eyes of 
all but could now no longer be celebrated (the expression "when your 
neck receives garlands" alludes to the festival of Amun). Even in the 
darkness of persecution, with the god banished from the "visibility" 
of the three traditional dimensions of divine presence, a faithful heart 
could still conjure up the reality of the god. The mere mention of his 
name was inexpressibly "sweet," "like the breath of life for one who 
was imprisoned," and afterwards, as before, the "searcher" "found" 
the "greatness" of the hidden god. 

These images are unquestionably mystical, though "mysticism" is 
an inappropriate cmd cmachronistic concept in this connection. The 
mystic absolutizes the inner presence of the divine and takes satisfac¬ 
tion in it; here, however, we are dealing with an agonizing polarization 
of reality into an exterior and an interior, manifestness and secrecy. The 
author of this psalm of mourning was no mystic; for him, the interior 
and the exterior belonged inseparably together. The opposition 
unfolded in this poem rests on a dialectic: it is internal certainty of the 
god that causes the external reality from which the god has been ban¬ 
ished to appeeir to be "darkness," and it is the external reality of per¬ 
secution that creates the intensity and the reality of an exclusively 
internal experience of the presence of the god. My thesis is that it was 
precisely the experience of the period of persecution, as recorded in 
this dialectic, that determined the religious ambiance of the following 
era, the "age of personal piety," as Breasted aptly called it in 1912. 

From the Ramesside Period, we have a multitude of psalms of mourn¬ 
ing and faith bke this poem from the period of persecution, in particular 
on votive stelae of private persons, but tilso in the form of pupils' exer¬ 
cises on ostraca and in manuscripts used in schools, as well as tomb 
inscriptions and even royal temple inscriptions. We have come to call 
these texts and their expression of an entirely personal relationship to the 
divine by the label "personal piety." It seems to me that this language 
and the experience it expresses were coined in the Amama Period, which 
was the latent phase of what manifested itself in the Ramesside Period 
and determined the religious profile of that era. The psalm of mourning 
cited earlier must be understood as the single preserved remnant of a lit¬ 
erature of dissidence that circulated clandestinely from mouth to mouth. 
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It is certainly no accident that it steins from Thebes. Thebes suffered the 
most during the Amama Period, and it was ttie stronghold of dissidence. 
The most important texts ei^ressing personal piety, insofar as it is 
recorded in private inscriptions, stem from Thebes. The splendor of ttiese 
texts is often in inverse proportion to the modest rank of tihe persons who 
composed them. Scholars have even spoken of a "religion of the poor." 
But this phenomenon finds its explanation if we assume ttiat the lan¬ 
guage of the dissident literature remained alive in the memory of the 
Thebaiis and influenced the style of both e)q)erience and expression at all 
levels of society in the period that followed. 

I shall cite some extracts from one of these texts. It is from a votive 
stela set up by the artist Nebre on behalf of his son Nakhtamun: 

I shall praise Amun, 

1 shall compose h)nnms in his name: 

I shall praise him 

to the height of the sky and the breadth of the earth, 

I shall proclaim his power to him who sails upstream and him who 
sails downstream: 

Beware of him! 

Proclaim him to son and daughter, 
great and small! 

Speak of turn to children and to children of children who are not yet 
bom! 

Speak of him to the fish in the river and the birds in the sky! 

Proclaim him to the one who knows him and the one who knows 
him not! 

Beware of him! 

You are Amxm, lord of the silent, 
who comes at the call of the poor. 

I called to you when I was in sorrow, 
and you came to save me. 

You gave breath to the one who was imprisoned, 
and saved me when I was in bonds. 

You are Amvm-Re, lord of Thebes, 
you save the one in the netherworld. 

You are the one who is gracious to him who calls on him, 
you are the one who comes from afar!®* 

The dialectic of exterior and interior underlies this text as well. It 
unfolds into the two themes that are typical of personal piety: confes¬ 
sion and experience. The greatness of ^e god was experienced within, 
in the innermost horizon of private destiny, yet it was announced and 
confessed to all the world, great and small, contemporaries and descen- 
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dants, even fish and fowl. The impressive pathos of this rhetorical con¬ 
fession is bound up with its rather artful form, in which annunciation 
is expressed chiastically using the imperative mood; beware, proclaim, 
speak of, speak of, proclaim, beware. We can easily imagine this poem, 
whose strictness of form is typical of oral poetry, in the mouths of dis¬ 
sidents from the period of persecution. The longing of the people had 
been vented in such poems during the "Babylonian Captivity" of 
Amun religion. Persecution and confession go hand in hand. 

"Prison" and "bonds" are invoked in this text, as well. But these do 
not refer to the "exterior," to which the psalm of mourning from the 
Amama Period opposes the freedom of the inner conceptualization of 
Amun's name, but rather the internal state of a person who has 
sinned against the god and thus seen the god turn away from him. 

This concept of human consciousness of sinfulness vis-a-vis the 
divine can even be called the key experience of personal piety. In the 
present instance, Nebre felt "cast into bonds" on accoimt of his son 
Nakhtamun, 

as he lay ill, on the brink of death, 

as he was in the power of Amun on accoimt of that cow of his.^ 

Evidently, Nakhtamun had misappropriated a cow from the temple 
herd, and his subsequent illness was interpreted as a punishment vis¬ 
ited by the incensed god. As a result, Nebre pledged a public proclama¬ 
tion of this experience of the power of the g<^ "before aU the land" and 

found the lord of the gods, come like the north wind, sweet breath 
before him; he saved Nakhtamim.’® 

The interior experience of the event, which is represented exteriorly 
as a rhetorical confession and proclamation of the greatness of the god 
to all the world, is determined by a consciousness of personal sin 
against the god: 

As the servant is known to commit sin, 

the lord is known to be merciful.” 

It is this sin that casts the individual into "prison" and the "dark¬ 
ness" of divine absence. Thus, for example, other texts state 

I am the man who swore falsely 

to Ptah, the lord of Maat. 

He caused me to see darkness by day. 

I shall proclaim his might to him who knows him and to him who 
does not know him. 
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small and great; 

beware of Ptah, the lord of Maat.'®® 

Lo, you cause me to see the darkness that you make, 
be gracious to me, that I might proclaim it!‘°' 

Individuals felt a personal connection to the divine that was put at 
risk by their transgressions. Only a complete extemalization of the 
damaged interior by a public confession of guilt and the experience of 
the god's power could cleanse this personal tie between the god and 
the individual. In this consciousness of sin, which was so characteris¬ 
tic of personal piety, the experience of Amama was applied to the 
individual. Akhenaten's deed became the paradigm of an act of sacri¬ 
lege. The people must have viewed the persecution of the old gods as 
the most fearful of sins. The official denial of the gods merely intensi¬ 
fied their interior certainty of their reality. In the dialectic of the exte¬ 
rior and the interior, the banishment of the gods actually 
demonstrated their power: their absence was experienced as a turn¬ 
ing away, a darkness that hung over the land and the worshipers of 
light, who were cast into the night. 

The sun of him who does not recognize you sets, Amun, 
but he who recogiiizes you says, "It has risen in the forecourt!" 

He who attacks you is in darkness, 
even when the whole land is in light, 
but he who places you in his heart, 
lo, his sun has risen!^® 

Some have even wished to see a direct allusion to Akhenaten in these 
verses. Whatever the case might be, it is certain that the Amama Period 
made clear for all eyes to see what it meant to deny or to confess the real¬ 
ity of the gods. The old religion emerged from its Babylonian Captivity 
as a confessional religion. Thereafter, people knew of the absolute real¬ 
ity of the gods, but also that they shed light only on him who put them 
in his heart and were "found" only by him who sought them, 

Thoth, you sweet spring 

for one who thirsts in the desert! 

He is closed to the one who has found his mouth, 
but open to the silent. 

If the silent one comes, he finds the well, 
if the heated one comes, you are closed.'^ 

"Silent" and "poor" are the self-designations of the Ramesside under¬ 
standing of existence, namely, that personal destiny was directly sub¬ 
ject to divine will: 
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How beautiful it is to sit in the hand of Amun, 
the protector of the silent, the savior of the poor, 
who gives breath to the one he holds dear.^"^ 

We thus find ourselves before the paradoxical (if not entirely unfa- 
iniliar) historical situation that a failed revolution abetted the even¬ 
tual breakthrough of that against whose beginnings it had been 
directed. Personal piety was nothing other than what we have 
defined, in the context of our theory, as the fourth dimension of divine 
presence, that new sphere of religious experience beyond cult, cos¬ 
mos, and myth, whose horizon was the human heart and personal 
history, in which personal destiny could be interpreted directly as the 
personal will of a deity. We have traced the beginnings of this new 
dimension back into literary sources from the Middle Kingdom and 
assessed the spread of the new concepts in the New Kingdom, espe¬ 
cially in connection with the cult of Amun at Thebes, where royal 
inscriptions record Amun's oracular interventions in the succession to 
the tfuone, while tomb inscriptions of officials know of the judgment 
of the god, who passed decision over good and evil in his capacity as 
ethical authority and whose grace was extended to the pious one who 
"put the god in his heart" and "acted on his water." 

Amama religion, which was conservative in this regard, had 
turned itself against these beginnings, proclaiming a concept of the 
divine that was inaccessible to the devotion of the individual. In its 
attempt to restore the royal monopoly on religious activity, it had 
declared the king himself to be the god of the individual and referred 
all individual piety to him as lord of grace and destiny. With this 
hybrid excess of its religious function, the kingship lost its credibility. 
Just as Akhenaten had usurped the personal piety of his subjects with 
his royal cult, so now, in reaction, the concept of the divine assumed 
many traditional aspects of the kingship. "The god is king": the 
emphatic proclamation of the kingship of the god became a central 
theme in post-Amama hymns. And it is clear that no mythical divine 
monarchy was meant, in the traditional sense of the third, mythic 
dimension, but rather that in the sense of the new, fourth dimension, 
the god was recognized as the true, authentic king of the land, who 
directly determined the destiny of human affairs. 

Amama religion also assisted the breakthrough of the fourth 
dimension by banishing the deities of the old religion from the three 
traditional dimensions of divine presence. The temples were closed, 
the cults were discontinued: the gods and goddesses were absent and 
ineffective in the cultic and political dimension: 

For when his majesty appeared as king, 
the temples of the gods and goddesses 
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from Elephantine to the marshes of the delta 

... were about to be forgotten, 

and their holy places, in a condition of collapse, 

became ruin heaps, overgrown with weeds, 

their divine dwellings were as though they had never existed, 

their temples were a footpath. 

The land was in extreme distress, 
the gods had turned from this land. 

If an army was sent to Syria, 
to expand the boimdaries of Egypt, 
it was not granted the slightest success. 

If one turned to a god in prayer, 
to ask counsel of him, 
he did not draw nigh at all. 

If one went to a goddess, likewise, 
she did not draw i\igh at aU. 

For their hearts had become weak in their bodies. 

They (the Amama monarchs?) had destroyed what had been created.^®® 

Their cults disrupted, the deities terminated their residence in Egypt, 
leaving the land in political failure. In this retrospective of the 
Amama Period from the Restoration Stela of Tutankhamun, we have 
an express statement of the unity of the cultic and political spheres 
that anticipates the Asclepius apocalypse (see chapter 3.3, text at 
note 45). 

As for the cosmic dimension, we have already noted that it was 
claimed by the new god, stripped of its divinity, and demoted to the 
status of "nature." There was no remnant that the new teaching could 
not explain as the effect of light. In the end, there remained language, 
the collective memory of the culture as handed down in myths, 
names, genealogies, and the Uke; and here began a thorough damnatio 
memoriae, whose devastation we can still observe throughout the 
land. There commenced a regulation of language that eliminated 
from discourse not only the names of the deities, but also—with even 
greater consistency than the Old Testament—the plural form "gods." 
It is clear that even public confession of one's personal god had been 
forbidden to the individual during the Amama Period when Aya, the 
successor of Tutankhamun, boasts, 

I have removed the wretchedness, 
each person can now pray to his god.^°* 

The only resort was the internal. The gods and goddesses hibernated 
"in the hearts" of their adorants as objects of longing, mourning, and 
the injunction that circulated clandestinely: "Beware of him! Proclaim 
him to great and small!" The fourth dimension of divine presence and 
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religious experience, previously perhaps the property of a small elite 
of the faithful in the context of the Theban cult of Amun, now became 
the common property of all concerned; the entire people had suffered 
under the persecution of the old gods. In the secrecy of the subculture, 
the new views regarding the divine immediacy of human existence, 
piety as placing one's god in one's heart, and acting before one's god 
achieved a dissemination throughout society that later became mani¬ 
fest in the literature of personal piety: 

Every face says, "We belong to you!", 
strong and weak together, 

rich and poor with one mouth, 
all things equally 

Your loveliness is in all their hearts, 

no consciousness is without your beauty. 

Do widows not say, "You are our husband"? 
and little ones, "our father and our mother"? 

The rich boast of your goodness, 
the poor direct their regard to you. 

The imprisoned one turns to you, 
the sick one calls to you. 

Your name is an amulet for the solitary one, 
well-being and health for the one on the water, 
a rescuer from the crocodile, 
good to think of in the hour of fear, 
who saves from the mouth of the heated one. 

Everyone turns to you, beseeches you, 

your ears are open to hear them and fulfill their wish.^°^ 


9 , 3 . 2 . THE ANTINOMIES OF THE RAMESSIDE CONCEPT OF 
THE DIVINE 

By way of a conclusion, I should like to return to the theological dis¬ 
course to whose history this second part of our survey is devoted. The 
Ramesside Period was the zenith of this history. This was the period 
of the loftiest—that is, the most comprehensive, most explicit, and 
most complex and expressive—texts. Paradox served as the basic 
means of formulating this theology The various aspects of divine 
imity were now no longer arranged paratactically, but rather opposed 
to one another with exaggerated, antithetical images whose paradox¬ 
ical "as well as" points to the fact that the essence of the divine is tran¬ 
scendent and beyond any possibility of rational expression. This new 
concept of the divine is antinomically structured. In what follows, I 
shall treat, at the very least in passing, the most important of these 
antinomies. 
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Cosmos and History 

Lord of neheh, who creates djet,... 

Destiny and prosperity are in his hand.*®® 

Such juxtapositions of divine efficacy, which can be experienced in the 
cosmos and in history, that is, in each personal, individual history, as 
exemplified in the temporal dimension in this text referring to the 
moon god Thoth, characterize the complexity of the Ramesside con¬ 
cept of the divine. It is significant that the new concepts regarding the 
direct influence of the divine on history make no distinction between 
the official, royal sphere and the private lot of coiiunoners. The effec¬ 
tiveness of a deity in the fourth dimension, as helper of the needy, 
savior, deliverer, but also as judge, avenger, punisher—in brief, as 
subject of a personal will that expressed itself through wrath and 
grace—embraced all spheres of the conditio humana. In the Egyptian 
language, the technical term for manifestations of divine will in the 
human, historical sphere was bau, which had meanings such as "dis¬ 
play of power," "punishing force," "wrath," and "intervention." In 
the language of our sources, this concept was now the designation of 
the fourth dimension, which joined the traditional triad of cult image, 
cosmic form of manifestation, and name. The concept "display of 
power" comprehends nearly everything that we have ascribed to the 
fourth dimension: the concept of a personal god whose will deter¬ 
mines the fate of the land and of the individual, and the concept of the 
immediacy of the divine, which "displays its power" in the horizon of 
every individual existence. Texts expressing personal piety recount 
these displays of power, and "accounts of displays of power" could 
even serve as a designation of the genre. 

"Beginning of the account of Ptah's display of power" are the 
opening words of a stela inscription from which we cited an extract 
earlier (see chapter 9.3.1, text at note 99). In these texts, individuals 
relate that they have "found" the god. This word seems like a termi¬ 
nus technicus for the personal and direct experience of divine pres¬ 
ence. The most conspicuous accoimt of such an experience is the 
poem in which Harnesses II had the Battle of Qadesh commemorated. 
It relates how the king, attacked by ambush and abandoned by his 
army, called to Amun for help and "found" the god, and how the lat¬ 
ter extended his hand to the king and saved him from the midst of the 
enemy. This text also stands as proof that personal piety was not a 
religion of the lower classes, as has actually been maintained. 
Personal piety was rather a phenomenon in this history of conscious¬ 
ness, a "Zeitgeist" that was common to artisans, officials, and kings. 
"I begin to proclaim your greatness,"^®’ commences a h3ann to Amun 
by Harnesses HI, which further reads 
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He who speaks your name, 
you are a herdsman to him, 
you place him on the water of your command. 

He who fills his heart with you, 
his heart is sweet, 
for lo, you direct your eye at him, 
day by day, 

you protect the one who travels on your waters. 

He who turns to gaze on you, 
whose eye lights up, 

you cause him to be sated with your beauty 
that is in the sky 

Even kings made use of the fourth dimension to develop a new the¬ 
ology of history. 

Divine will manifested itself in the political destiny of the land 
every bit as much as in the fate of the individual. '^If an army was sent 
to Syria, it was unable to succeed": thus had Tutankhamun described 
the situation during the Amama Period, when the gods "were dam¬ 
aged in their cults." "Re turned again to Egypt" is Memeptah's inter¬ 
pretation of his victory over the Libyans, and a hymn celebrates 
Ramesses VII"s ascent to the throne with the words, "Amun turned 
again to Egypt." The blessings with which the gods rewarded the 
piety of kings were manifest in the political well-being of the land. 

Wrath and Grace 

The cintinomy that defined the fourth dimension of the experience of 
divine presence was that of wrath and grace. The divine will that 
directed its multitude of blessings to the pious also punished the god¬ 
less with its wrath: 

Blessed is he who puts you in his heart! 

Woe to him who attacks you! 

For your display of might is so powerful, 
your plans so effective, your grace so swift.^^® 

This antinomic structure of the fourth dimension compelled the indi¬ 
vidual to make a decision. His existence was directly exposed to the 
divine, and his destiny lay in divine hands. But he himself decided, 
through his pious devotion or his obstinate indifference, whether he 
would meet with a "blessed is he" or a "woe to." During the Amama 
Period, the possibility of godlessness had been a reality and a general 
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experience. People had learned that life was not a cosmic force that was 
always already effective before any pious devotion to the divine^ but 
rather that it was at the disposal of the gods and could only be enjoyed 
by those who did not stray from the path of righteousness. But even 
those who had strayed from the path of the gods could find grace by 
confessing and proclaiming the divine power they had experienced. A 
wrathful god was also capable of "turning to grace" in an instant: 

The lord of Thebes does not spend the day in wrath, 
when he rages, it is but for a moment, 
and nothing is left. 

The breeze has turned to us in grace, 

Amun has come, carried in his breath of life.^^^ 

Wrath and grace, these were the two aspects of divine will and of the 
"display of power" in which this will manifested itself, blessing or 
punishing, in the horizon of history. 

Juxtaposed to this was the cosmic effect of the divine as "god of 
life," as in the following extract from a hymn of Dynasty 22 date: 

He is a Khnum, excellent potter, 
the breath of life, 
the breeze of the north wind; 
a high Nile, on whose ka one lives, 
who provides for gods and men. 

Sun of the daytime, moon of the night, 
who crosses the sky without wearying. 

Mighty in display of power, mightier than Sakhmet, 
like a fire raging; 

great of grace, who cares for the one who adores him, 
who turns to heal suffering. 

For he gazes on humankind, there is no one he does not know, 
and he heeds millions of them. 

Who can withstand your wrath, 
who can avert the rage of your might?^^^ 

Life-Bestowing Elements 

Just as divine wrath and grace were manifest in history, so the god's guid¬ 
ing and sustaining power expressed itself in the three life-bestowing ele¬ 
ments of air, water (the Nile inundation), and light (sun and moon). This 
must be understood quite literally, as a continuation of the philosophy of 
nature that, as a theology of the "god of life," derived all life in the world 
from the effects of a divine, elemental power: the air of the Shu theology 
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of the Middle Kingdom (see chapter 8.5), the light of Amama theology 
(see chapter 9.2), and now the triad of air, light, and water: 

Life belongs to you, there will be no other 
who gives life to every visage. 

You are the light that drives off evil, 
no eye lives that does not see you, 
you are the air that allows the throat to breathe, 
no animal lives that does without you. 

You are the inundation that keeps humankind alive, 
no "face" lives if you are not in it.^^^ 

This cosmic theology of a god of life now culminated in a lofty vision 
of a pantheistic deity whose body is the cosmos: 

His right eye is the day, 
his left eye is the night, 

it is he who guides the "faces" on all the ways. 

His body is the primeval water, 
his entrails are the inundation 

that creates everything that is and keeps all that exists alive. 

His breathing is the breath in every nose, 
his are destiny and fortune for everyone.^^^ 

The concept of an incarnate divine parousia, celebrated as the 
"beauty" and "love" of sunlight in the religion of Amama, is now 
connected with the cosmos: 

Your skin is the light, 

your breath is the fire of life: 

all precious stones are joined in your body. 

Your limbs are the breath of life in every nose, 
one inhales you in order to live. 

Your taste is the Nile, 

one anoints oneself with the brilliance of your light-eye. 

One walks upon your visage 
in your embodiment as earth god.^^^ 

Embodiment and Disposal 

This concept of a god of life elevated into a "world-god," whose pan¬ 
theistic consequences are discussed later, entailed more than just the 
cosmic; it also encompassed the antinomies of embodiment and dis¬ 
posal, cosmos and history. The god was "life" not only in the sense of 
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the elemental, cosmic life forces that constituted his body—sun and 
moon, air and water—^but also in the sense of destiny and fulfillment, 
prosperity and well-being, which he disposed of freely as he wished: 

You are life, 

blessings are under your control: 

abundance and lifetime, 

provision for the afterlife and buriaL^^^ 

Lord of life, 

who gives to the one he wishes; 

the circuit of the earth is under his authority. 

The Ramesside concept of the divine combined the two aspects that 
Amama religion had apportioned to the god and to the king: the 
all-sustaining cosmic principle and the personal will, the ethical 
authority, that disposed of the assignment of life and death accord¬ 
ing to good or evil. Thus, for example, the antithesis of far and near, 
which at Amama had been conceived of purely as cosmic ("you are 
in the sky, but your rays are on the earth"), was now interpreted as 
the mysterious, dual unity of "cosmicity" and personality: 

He is distant as the beholding one, 
near as the hearing one.^^® 

The concept is of course already to be found in the Instruction for 
Merikare (see chapter 3*2-1 and chapter 9.2.2); what is new is simply 
the antithetic formulation, the programmatic uniting of the cosmic 
and the personal, which is to be understood as a reaction to the 
reductionistic one-sidedness of the concept of the divine in Amama 
religion. 

The god of Ramesside theology was the cosmos, in that he embodied it: 

Your two eyes are the sun and the moon, 

your head is the sky, 

your feet are the netherworld.^^^ 

You are the sky, 

you are the earth, 

you are the netherworld, 

you are the water, 

you are the air between them.^^® 

But he was also the cosmos in that he held it in his all-embracing con¬ 
sciousness: 
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The one who proclaims the future in millions of years, 
eternity is before his countenance 
like yesterday when it has passed.^^^ 

This comparison, which is familiar to us from verse 4 of Psalm 90 
("before you, a thousand years are like yesterday when it has 
passed"), has to do with the consciousness of the god, whose omnis¬ 
cience embraces the world in its spatial and temporal dimensions. 
The concept of consciousness includes not only knowledge, "over¬ 
sight," but also disposal. The same text goes on to state: 

Destiny is with him, 

the years are in his hand, 

birth and prosperity are under his command. 

"The years are in his hand"—this concept stamped what can be called 
the Ramesside experience of life, down to its most mundane expres¬ 
sions. Thus, for example, one might impart the following sort of infor¬ 
mation about one's circumstances in a letter; 

It is well with me today. 

The morning is in the god's hand.^^ 

This attitude of a "truly silent one" accorded with the admonitions of 
contemporary wisdom literature; 

Think not of the morning before it has come. 

Yesterday is not like today (i.e., one day is not like cinother) in the 
hand of the god.'^ 

This insight into the unavailability of the future and the changeability 
of a reality that springs from the will of the divine found its most 
explicit expression in the Instruction of Amenemope: 

Do not say, "today is like tomorrow," 
for how will that end? 

Morning comes, today passes: 

the flood has become like the edge of the waters. 

The crocodiles are exposed, the hippopotami are on dry land. 

The fish are crowded together, the wolves are sated. 

The birds are in festival, the fish nets are empty. 

But all the silent ones in the temple 
say, "Re is great of grace." 

Fill yourself with silence, and you will find life, 
and your body will be hale on earth. 
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The unity of theology; attitude, and lifestyle that characterized the 
Ramesside Period is clear in these texts. The all-encompassing reality 
of "'god" (in the singular)—and not "the gods"—^was not the object 
just of theological speculation, but of mundane knowledge as it was 
lived. 

Embodiment and Transcendence 

The question is how to conceive the reality of the individual gods vis-a- 
vis the all-encompassing reality of this singular god. There seem to be 
only two solutions to this problem: the monotheistic one, which categor¬ 
ically denies the reality of the plurality of deities, and the pantheistic one, 
which explains the various deities as aspects, names, forms of manifes¬ 
tation—^in brief, as immanent refractions of the transcendent unity of the 
single god. Amama religion chose the first of these, and Ramesside the¬ 
ology the second. The relationship between "god" (in the singular) and 
"the gods," perhaps the most critical of all antinomies, was treated as the 
opposition between openness and hiddenness, immanence and tran¬ 
scendence. To clarify this point, the following text may stand for a multi¬ 
tude of sources: 

Mysterious of transformations, gleaming of forms of manifestation, 
wondrous god, rich in forms! 

All gods boast of being his, 

to magnify themselves with his beauty, as he is divine. 

Re himself is united with his body, 
he is the great one in Heliopolis; 

one also says "Tanen" to him, 

Amun, who emerged from the primeval waters to lead 
the "faces." 

Another of his transformations is the "Eight," 

primeval god, begetter of the primeval deities who bore Re! 

He completes himself as Atum, one body with him. 
he is the All-Lord, who began existence. 

His ba, one says, is that which is in the sky, 

he is the one who is in the netherworld, who comnuinds in the east. 

His ba is in the sky, his body is in the west, 

his image is in "Southern Heliopolis" and wears his crowns. 

Unique is Amun, who is hidden before them, 

who veils himself before the gods, so that his essence is not known. 

He is more distant th<in the sky, 
he is deeper than the netherworld. 
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No god knows his true form, 

his image is not unfolded in the writings, 
one learns nothing certain about him. 

He is too mysterious for his majesty to be revealed, 
he is too great to be discovered, 
too mighty to be known. 

One falls down immediately out of terror, 

if one speaks his secret name, wittingly or unwittingly. 

There is no god who can call him by it, 

the ba who hides his name according to his mysteriousness.^^ 


The division of the text into two unequal halves (2 x 8 + 2 x 7 verses) 
rests, in a manner comparable to the internal form of a sonnet, on a 
conceptual antithesis, a change of aspect: the paradox of manifest 
diversity and hidden unity. Using all the possibilities of theological 
argumentation developed in the Ramesside Period, the first part 
aims to conceptualize the relationship between god (in the singular) 
and the gods and the forms of the immanent embodiment of this god 
in the polytheistic divine realm. The number three plays a special 
role here, as a triad to which the plurality of deities can be reduced, 
and as a trinity in which the transcendent unity of the god unfolds in 
this world. In the Ramesside Period, the institution of "state god" 
was replaced by a national triad composed of the gods of three 
sacred cities, Heliopolis (Re), Memphis (Ptah-Tanen), and Thebes 
(Amun). Another hymn from this same collection explains how the 
multitude of the realm of the Egyptian deities can be reduced to these 
three, because they embody the three traditional dimensions of 
divine presence: 

All the gods are three: 

Amun, Re, and Ptah, who have no equal. 

His name is hidden as Amun, 
he is Re in countenance, 
his body is Ptah.^^^ 

Ptah stands for the cultic (body = cult statue) dimension of the divine 
realm, Re for the cosmic (visibility), and Amun for the verbal (name). 
The text interprets the national triad in the temporal dimension as 
three successive stages of the god's becoming the world: 

1. preexistence; Amun and the eight primeval gods who embody 
chaos (water, endlessness, darkness, nothingness) 

2. primeval hill: Ptah-Tanen, the creator 

3. course of the sun: Re, the sustainer. 
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The second group of three is not triadic, but tiirutarian: the ba, image, 
and body of the god as the three constituent elements of his person, in 
which his transcendent essence unfolds in the immanent world, 
thereby producing the three-tiered arrangement of the cosmos into 
sky, earth, and neAerworld. This teaching occurs often in hymns of the 
Ramesside and later periods. Common to all these forms of theologi¬ 
cal argumentation is the principle of hypotaxis; the various aspects of 
the god are not juxtaposed additively, but rather develop outward 
from the idea of an articulated whole: ba, image, and body; sun, cult 
statue, and name; sky, earth, and netherworld; light, air, and water; 
Amun, Re, and Ptah; preexistence, primeval hill, and the course of the 
sun. These are not paratactic, but rather hypotactic series in the sense 
that their elements are constituents of a superordinate unity. 

The second part of the text opposes this learned theologia positiva 
with a theologia negativa that reads like a retraction of all that was 
stated earlier. Amun is not three, but one: he does not manifest him¬ 
self in the other deities, but rather conceals himself from them; he 
does not turn himself into the cosmos and fill it with his threefold 
essence, but rather stretches far beyond it. There can even be no teach¬ 
ing about him, because the very hiddenness of this deus ineffabilis sur¬ 
passes all human and divine knowledge. He can be called by no 
name, not even the name Amun, whose name as good as means "the 
hidden one" in Egyptian. 

We must allow this artificial paradox to have its effect before set¬ 
ting about a search for mediating categories. These are not lacking, 
however. We are probably to see the most decisive mediating cate¬ 
gory in the curious concept of "ba-ness," with which the text con¬ 
cludes ("ba, who veils himself according to his hiddenness"). 

Ba is an enigmatic concept. It designates as much the visible man¬ 
ifestation of a hidden power as the hidden power behind its visible 
manifestations. Thus, for instance, as a visible manifestation, the sun 
can be called the ba of the god (as twice in our text). But then, in the 
sense of the hidden power that manifests itself in the sensory realm, 
the god is called ba in the final verse. This is not the ba of a god, but 
simply ba, the hidden power that can be experienced, named, and 
conceived of in the plenitude of the polytheistic divine realm. Later 
hymns go so far as not to call this hidden god by any name, for all 
names, even Amun, can only refer to the this-worldly sphere of man¬ 
ifested diversity. Such h5mms simply call the god "ba," for instance: 

Ba with hidden countenances and mighty majesty, 

who keeps his name hidden and his image mysterious!^“ 

The ba concept serves to mediate between the hidden god and the 
pol)rtheistic divine realm, though this mediation is a mystery that sur- 
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passes hiun«in sensory perception and endeavor and is most suitably 
expressed as a paradox. 

One and All 

"One and All"—^and thus in the ancient Greek form hm kai p&n —was the 
motto of western Romantic pantheism. The origin of the Greek formu¬ 
lation has yet to be unambiguously explained, but the clearest traces 
lead to Egypt in late classical antiquity. Hm td p&n, "all is one," accom¬ 
panies the andent Egyptian symbol of the ouroborosserpent biting its 
own tail c»s the title vignette of a medieval manuscript dealing with 
alchemy. Similcu: formulations are Sequent in the Corpus Hermeticum. 
In a Latin inscription, Isis is called una quae es omnia, "You one, who are 
all." In Egypt of late antiquity, Isis was the deity with whom the 
Ramesside concept of a supreme being as world-god and helper of the 
needy was linked. As a transcendent universal deity to whom even fate 
was subject, her influence extended far beyond Egypt's borders, 
throughout the late classical world. There is thus a whole series of 
important Greek-language hymns to Isis, as well as aretalogies—self¬ 
depictions of the deity written in the first person, like the examples from 
the Coffin Texts of the Middle Kingdom discussed above (see chapters 
8.4 and 8.5)—^which seem to continue the theological discourse of the 
New Kingdom, thus indicating that the Ramesside concept of the divine 
remained edive and uncdteied. It is thus justified to inquire whether 
there is anything in Egyptian that corresponds to the formulation con¬ 
nected with this divine concept in Greek and Latin texts, hm to pan, una 
quae es omnia, omnia unum esse et unum omnia, and so fortti. 

There is in fact jin Egyptian formulation that implies approxi¬ 
mately the same thing; it first appears in the sovuces in the early 
Ramesside Period, after which it is attested continually down to the 
latest fmtiquity, and it is always cormected with the concept of a uni¬ 
versal deity. It is "the one who makes himself into millions," with 
many variations, such as "who becomes ii\illior\s," "who creates mil¬ 
lions," or even "whose body is the millions." The classical concept of 
the "all" and the "whole," to pirn, td pdnta, omnia, appears in Egyptian 
as "miUiorrs." It is not, however, connected with the concept of an all- 
embracing but closed totality, but rather with one of an endless, 
imcontainable plenitude. In Egyptian, "millions" also means "end¬ 
less," and the word is etymologically connected with the concept of 
"eternity" as an endless plenitude of time. We meet here with the 
same "d5mamic" concept of the cosmos that we deduced from our 
analysis of the concept of the sun's course in connection with the cos¬ 
mic dimension. Not the "all" that once emerged from the preexisting 
unity, somewhat in the manner of a "big bang," but rather the pleni¬ 
tude of living beings that incessantly stream from the god's transcen- 
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dent unity: that was the Egyptian version of the pantheistic antithesis 
of vinity and onmiformity. 

From the very beginning, the dialectic of unity and diversity or 
omniformity determined the subject matter of theological discourse 
and the dynamic of its development. At first, in the theology of the 
Middle Kingdom, it was related to time in the concept of a preexisting 
unity that "became three" in its transition into existence. ^ the New 
Kingdom, as we first see in the Cairo hymns to Amun (which perhaps 
stem from the late Middle Kingdom), this dialectic developed into a 
heightened form of primacy theology; heightened, in that the relation¬ 
ship of the prime being was no longer expressed as a constellation 
involving a god and other deities, but rather an opposition of the sin¬ 
gle god and the world. The forms of this opposition were juxtaposed 
additively. Next, in the New Solar Theology, this paratactic agglomer¬ 
ation of roles was reduced to the single form of the sun god and the 
single role of the god of life. As a radical variant of this theology, 
Amama religion then categorically denied the multiplicity of deities, 
thereby robbing the world of its differentiated divine existence. The 
world became "nahure," deprived of its gods yet filled with the divine: 
a vessel, a creation or emanation of the light that made it visible. 

It was only the Ramesside Period that arrived at the epoch-making 
solution that prevailed until the Christianization of the ancient world. 
It retiuned to polytheism, that is, to the concept of the divinity of the 
world, as an ineluctable reality, though with its pantheistic theology of 
transcendence, it developed an entirely new terminology that made it 
possible to conceive of the diversity of deities as the colorful reflection 
of a hidden unity. It worshiped the unity as the hidden god, the deus 
absconditus et in^abilis, the "sacred ba of gods and men"^^’ whose 
names, symbols, emanations, manifestations, shadows, md images 
were the various deities. 

This epoch-making breakthrough to a transcendent concept of the 
divine marks the goal of the process we have designated as "theolog¬ 
ical discourse." But it also characterizes the general piety of the era. 
We must not separate this step toward a new, pantheistic concept of 
the divine from that other step that we have called the "breakthrough 
of the fourth dimension." It was the gods (in the plural) whose pres¬ 
ence was felt in cult, cosmos, and verbal tradition; but it was the tran¬ 
scendent, hidden god (in the singular) on whom the individual (the 
"truly silent one," the "poor one") felt entirely dependent and in 
whose hmds he placed his existence. This god transcended the world 
not only with respect to the mysterious hiddenness of his "ba-ness," 
in which no name could name him and no representation could 
depict him, but ako with respect to the human heart, which was filled 
with him. He was the hidden god who "came from afar" yet was 
always present to the individual in the omnkcience and omnipotence 
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of his all-encompassing essence. He was not only the cosmos—in 
Egypticm, the totality of the "millions/' and also neheh ^md djet, "plen¬ 
itude of time" and "imalterable duration"—into which he unfolded 
himself, but also history: 

Your being is the endless plenitude of time, 

your image is unalterable duration, 

all that happens springs from your planning will (ka)}^ 

This concept of the divine dominated Egyptian religion from the 
Ramesside Period on. Kings and commoners bowed to the "planning 
will" of this god. With regard to the kingship, we have noted 
Harnesses IPs adventure at Qadesh, as well as the exceptional piety of 
Harnesses III, along with the theology of history in the Ramesside 
Period, which made the king entirely dependent on divine "grace" 
and the fate of the land on divine will, just like the destiny of the indi¬ 
vidual. It remains to be added that in Dynasty 21, the final step was 
taken and the god was installed de jure as king, not in the sense of a 
representative theocracy, as at Amama, but in the "identitary" sense 
of a royal rule exercised personally by the god through oracular deci¬ 
sions. Thebes became the center of a theocratic state that united the 
nomes of Upper Egypt under the rule of Amvm. This development is 
to be understood as the final consequence of the process we call the 
"breakthrough of the fourth dimension" of divine presence, of history 
and destiny. But other sources show with equal clarity that the wor¬ 
ship of this hidden universal god expanded into a sort of popular reli¬ 
gion. In the Ramesside Period and its aftermath, Egyptians were filled 
with a consciousness of the changeability of the world, the instability 
of human relations, and the risk of human existence. They emerged 
from the security of maat and viewed themselves as delivered up to 
an uncertain future that sprang from an inscrutable divine will. In this 
situation, they yearned for nothing so much as to find a new security 
"in the hands" of this god who stood above the other gods. In popu¬ 
lar religion, magic is an infallible indication of such a sense of life and 
interpretation of existence. In magical papyri of the Ramesside 
Period, we find the first recorded hymns to the transcendent, univer¬ 
sal god, hymns of a sort that would appear in cult contexts only hun¬ 
dreds of years later: 

Greetings, you sole one who makes himself into millions, 

who extends in length and breadth without bounds, 

equipped power that created itself, 

uraeus-serpent with huge flame, 

rich in magic, mysterious of form, 

hidden ba to whom reverence is shown! 
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King Amun-Re; may he live, prosper, and be healthy, the self-created, 
Akhty, the eastern Horus, 

The one who rises blazing with light, 
the light that shines upon the gods. 

You have hidden yourself as Amun, the great one, 
you have distanced yourself in your embodiment as sun, 

Tanen, who elevates himself above the gods: 
the self-rejuvenating old one who traverses neheh, 

Amun, who abides in all things, 

this god who founded the earth through his decision. 

In the Greek magical papyri from late classical Egypt, it is the god 
Agathos Daimon, Egyptian Shai, "Fate," who is addressed as the uni¬ 
versal god over all the other deities: 

You, whose unwearying eyes are the sun and the moon, 

whose head is the sky, 

whose body is the air, 

whose feet are the earth, 

while the water around you is Ocean: 

Agathos Daimon, 

who creates and nourishes and increases all good, 
the entire populated earth and the whole cosmos!^^^ 

In Egyptian sources of the later periods, we also encounter a bold 
attempt to make pictorial representations of this "supergod" over the 
other deities, who is hidden and as such incapable of representation, so 
as to secure his omnipotent protective and healing power, in the form of 
the so-called Bes Pantiheos. This was a demon with seven different heads. 
No one would have connected this evil-averting monster of popular 
imagination with the idea of a supreme being, had the secret of the iden¬ 
tity of this creature not been revealed by a caption to a vignette (repre¬ 
sented on the cover of this book) in a magical papyrus published in 1970: 

The Bes with seven heads . . . 
it embodies the bas of Amun-Re, 

... lord of the sky, the earth, the netherworld, the water, and the 
mountains. 

Who keeps his name mysterious before the gods, 

the giant of a million cubits, 

the mighty one who fastens the sky on his head, 

[...] from whose nose the air emerges to give life to all noses, 
who rises as the sun to brighten the earth, 

from the effluxes of whose body the inundation flows to give life to 
every mouth.^^^ 
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The demonic Bes, whose seven heads symbolize the totality of deities, 
is thus not himself identical to the pantheistic supergod of the gods; 
but for the magician alone, he embodied the plurality of deities who 
were explained as the bas, the manifestations of power, of the hidden, 
single god. This is entirely in the spirit of the Ramesside theology of 
transcendence and demonstrates not only that its concepts remained 
alive until the end of Eg)^tian paganism, but that they had pene¬ 
trated to the lower levels of popular piety and religion in Eg)?pt. 
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eind the Myth of the Heavenly Cow, 
115 

temple of, at Dendara, 39,155 
Hatshepsut, and Amun-Re, 133, 

193-195 

Heliomorphism, of New Solar Theology, 
207-208 

Heliopolis, cosmogonic model of, 
120-123 

Heqet, 117 

Heresy, in Amama Period, 198-201 
History. See also Divine presence, indi¬ 
vidual and historical 
dimension of 
and cosmography, 72 
and divine presence, 219 
and implicit theology, 149-151 
role of, 157-158 
hm-ntr, 154. See also Priests 
Homesickness, and city gods, 22-24 
Homung, Erik, 11,123 
Homs 

birth of, 131-134 
conception of, 129-131 
eye of, 49-50 

and the genealogy of kingship, 

119 

and Seth, 134-141 
temple of, at Edfu, 30-33,31f 
triumph of, 141-147 
Hour-priests, and city temples, 25 
ftpr, 120 
hprw, 120 


htp, and offering ritual, 49 
Hu, and maat, 4 
hw, 57, See also Will, creative 
hwt-n(r, and design of temples, 

29-30 

Hymns. See also Great Hymn to the 
Aten 

in Amama Period, 58-61,103, 207, 
211-213 
cult, 90-91 

with name formulas, 87 
rise of, 166 
solar, 108 

Image, and cult, 40-47 
Individual. See also Divine presence, 
individual and historical 
dimension of 
Amun as god of, 220-221 
destiny, 157-158 
divine presence in, 168 
Indwelling, of city gods, 43,44, 46-47 
Infinity, vs, totali^, 74 
Installation, 86. See also Indwelling, of 
city gods 

Instmction for Merikare, 46,165 
creative will of sun god in, 57 
creator god in, 171-174 
Instmction of Ani, 46 
Interior 

in cosmology of temple constmction, 
32-33, 36-37 

in texts of Amama Period, 224-226, 
227 

Intertextuality, and unity of discourse, 
163 

Intoxication, in festivals, 155 
Isfet, maat and, 3-4 
Isis, 108,154,180 

and the genealogy of kingship, 119 
as kingmaker, 131^134 
as World-God, 240 

Jackal, significance of, 82 
Judgment of the Dead 

and Homs's stmggle with 
Seth, 137 
maat and, 172 
Junker, Hermann, 43 

ka, 110 

Khemmis, and myth of Osiris, 133 
kheper, 75. See also neheh 
kheperu, and throne names of kings, 
60-61 

Khepri, and Atum, 75,107,120,196 
Khnum, 117,205 
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Khons, temple of, at Kamak, 33-35,34f 
Kings. See also Kingship 
divine descent of, 116-119 
immortality of, 185 
resurrection of, 70-77 
role of, 159 

throne names of, 60-61 
Kingship, 108,110. See also Kings 
and the genealogy of the cosmos, 
119-123 

of the gods, 228 
sacred responsibilities of, 4-6 
Knowledge 

and cosmography of netherworld, 
65-68 

sacred, 92-95 

Language. See also Divine presence, ver¬ 
bal dimension of 
and meaning and action, 102-110 
regulation of, in Amama Period, 
229-230 
Light. See Sun 

Literature, and theodicy, 169-171 
Lordship, divine residence on earth as, 19 
Luxor, temple of, 34-35 

Maat, 169 

Amun-Re and, 196 
life and, 179 

and myth of Horns and Seth, 

141-147 
nature and, 73 
realization of, 3-6 
theodicy and, 170-171,172 
Magic 

and myth of Osiris, 133 
role of, 113,154-155 
Meaning 

constellations and, 98-102 
plenitude of, 3-6 
Memphis, as holy city, 20-23 
Memeptah, 137 
Middle Kingdom 

apology of Creator god in, 174-177 
God of Life in, 177-183 
instruction for Merikare in, 171-174 
as period of explication, 164 
theodicy and theology in, 169-171 
theological discourse in, 183-187 
Monologues, significance of form, 187 
Monotheism. See also God(s); Theology 
of Amama Period, 201 
as founded religion, 199 
and polytheism, 11 

Moon, cosmography of, 80-81. See also 
Thoth 


Morning Song from Edfu, 41 
Mortuary cult, 51. See also Fimerary cult 
ba and, 43-44,185 
constellations and, 96-98 
function of knowledge in, 67-68 
Moscow Literary Letter, 26 
Mysticism, 155-157,224 
Myth. See also Divine presence, verbal 
dimei^ion of; specific 
myths 

and discourse compared, 163 
of the engendering of the son, 
116-119,195 
explanatory, 113-116 
and genealogy of the cosmos, 

119-123 

icon and story and, 111-113 
and narrative, 95-102 
of Osiris. See Osiris, myth of 
Myth of the Heavenly Cow, 113-116, 
114f, 155,181 
Mythology. See Myth 

Names 

of kings, 60-61 

and sacred knowledge, 92-95 
theory of, 83-87 

Naos, and cosmology of temple, 36-37 
Narrative, myth and, 95-102 
Nature. See also Cosmos 

and cosmography as theology, 54-55 
and cosmos, (^73 
importance of, 55-61,63 
neheh, 74-80,120,179. See also Time 
and iconography of course of the 
sun, 109-110 
Nephthys, 108,119 
Netherworld, cosmography of, 61, 

64-68 

Neuserre, temple of, 55-57 
New Kingdom. See also Amama Period 
political Zeitgeist of, 205-206 
theological discoxirse in, 166-168, 
170,189-192,200 

New Solar Theology, 201-208,241. See 
also Sun; Theology 

Nile 

cosmological theory regarding, 55, 63 
inundation of, 197 
nnlw, 180 

nn nlwty, 27. See also City gods 

Nun, 180 

Nut, 81,104,119 

Offering ritual, 48-51,52,190 
Old Kingdom, collapse of royal author¬ 
ity in, 164 
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Opening of the Mouth ritual, 45,46 
Oracles, 134 

in dimensions of divine presence, 
154 

and divine will, 193,194 
and festivals, 35 

Original sin, in the Myth of Heavenly 
Cow, 115-.116 
Osiris, 104,180 

and concept of death, 43 
cult of, 184-*187 

and the genealogy of kingship, 119 
myth of, 96,123-125 

birth of Homs in, 131-134 
conception of Homs in, 129-131 
contention of Homs and Seth in, 
134-141 

death of Osiris in, 125-129 
engendering of the son in, 195 
triumph of Homs in, 141-147 
and nature of time, 77-78, 79 

Pantheism, of Ramesside period, 

237—239. See also Theology 
Papyrus Boulaq 7,195-196 
Papyrus Chester Beatty I, myth of 
Homs and Seth in, 
139-141,142 
Papyrus Insinger, 26 
Papyrus Westcar, 154 
Personality, and speech, 95-102 
Piety, personal, 1^, 168,242-244 
in Amama Period, 216-218 
and divine presence, 6-7 
mysticism and, 157 
in Ramesside Period, 224-230, 
231-232, 241-242 
and worship of Amun, 197-198 
Plutarch, and the myth of Osiris, 124 
Polytheism, 10-12,51,159-160, 241. See 
also God(s); Theology 
and Amama Period, 200 
development of, 101 
Potter's Oracle, 134 
pr, and design of temples, 28-29 
Priests 

and ecstatic techniques, 154 
knowledge and, 68 
lector, 2 

and mysticism, 156 
professionalization of, 166 
as servants of the gods, 29-30 
Procession 

in cult of Osiris, 184-185 
role of, in Amama Period, 219 
route of, and temple design, 32-35 
Propaganda, festivals as, 194 


Prophecies of Neferti, role of nature in, 72 
Prophecy, and divine presence, 154. See 
also Oracles 

Psalm 104, and Great Hymn to the Aten 
compared, 212-213 
Ptah, cosmography of, 81 
Pyramid Texts, 96,102 
myth of Osiris in, 126 
speU 373,99 

Radiant power, 154 
of sacred word, 87-92 
and screening off, in temple con- 
stmction, 31-32 
Ramesseum, 27-28, 28f. See also 
Ramesside Period 
Dramatic Pap)rms, 89,92 
Ramesside Peri^. See also Ramesseum 
antinomies of 

cosmos and history, 231-232 
embodiment and disposal, 
234-237 

embodiment and transcendence, 
237-239 

life-bestowing elements, 233-234 
wrath and grace, 232-233 
personal piety in, 224-230 
transcendence of god in, 221-222, 
239-244 
ran, 92. See also Names 
Re, 81. See also Amun; Amxm-Re 
and nature of time, 78 
sun god as, 107 

and throne names of kings, 60-61 
Reality 

dramatic view of, in cosmography, 
68-73 
invisible, 61-68 
visible, 55-61 
Re-Harakhty, 45 

Religion. See also God(s); Theology 
concepts of, 3-6, 7 
structural relationship between 

Egyptian and Greek, 9-10 
Restitution, in ritual activity, 97 
Resultativity, 76, 77 
Ritual, 7, 97. See also specific ritmls 

Satis, temple of, at Elephantine, 40f 
Screening otf, of gods, 31-32 
Seasons, cycle of, 56 
sekhem, 42-43 

Self-presentation, of gods, 187 
Seth 

and the genealogy of kingship, 119 
and Horus, 134-141 
moat and, 141-147 
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sf, Osiris as, 78 

Shamanism, in dimensions of divine 

presence, 153-154. See also 
Magic 

Shu, 17 

air as ba of, 177-183 
and the genealogy of kingship, 119 
and god of Amama Period com¬ 
pared, 213 
Sia, and maat, 4 

Speech. See also Divine presence, verbal 
dimension of; Language 
of Amun, 197,219 
empractic, 163 
and personality, 95-102 
power of, 87-92 
role of, in cult ritual, 51 
royal, 164-165 
sacred, 92-95 
State, creation of, l6 
Stories, and myth, 111-113 
Story of Sinuhe, 26 
Suffering, meaning of, 169,172,174 
Sun. See also God(s) 
course of, 167 

divine presence of, 102-110 
and New Solar Theology, 201-208 
cult of, 64-68 
and death, 42-45 
divine action of, 197, 214-218 
as focus of cosmography, 55-61, 74, 
78 

representation of, in Amama Period, 
209-211, 217f 

Tefnut 

as child of Atum, 178-180 
and the genealogy of kingship, 119 
fern, 75. See also djet 
Temple 

construction of, as sacred, 30-35 
as cosmos, 35-40 

economic considerations regarding 
construction of, 27-30 
function of, in holy city, 18 
role of, in holy city, 2S-27 
Terrace of the Great God, 184 
Thebes 

as holy city, 20-24 
and persecution of Amun, 222-230 
and theological discourse of Amun- 
Re, 190-192 

Theocracy, representative, in Amama 
Period, 214-218 

Theodicy 

Amun and, 220 
in Coffin Text 80,177-183 


in Coffin Text 1130,174-177 
in Instruction for Merikare, 

171-174 

and theology, 12,169-171,186-187 
theoi synnaoi, 37-38 

Theology. See also New Solar Theology 
addiHve, 189-192 
of Coffin Texts, 174-183 
cosmography as, 53-54 
explicit, 10-12,163,164 

and constellative theology, 181 
origin of, 170 

vs. implicit theology, 12-13 
of God of Life, 177-183 
implicit, 164 

contact with the divine in, 152 
historicity of, 149-151 
as polytheistic, 159-160 
vs. explicit theology, 12-13 
of Instruction for Marikare, 

171-174 
Memphite, 141 
primacy, 241 

theodicy and, 12,169-171 
Third Intermediate Period, theocracy in, 
150 

Thoth, 80-81,115,117,154 
Time. See also djet; neheh 
in Amama Period, 215 
and the cosmos, 73-80 
and iconography of course of the 
sun, 109-110 
measurement of, 64-65 
Tomb mscriptions, theological discourse 
in, 166-167 

Totality 

detoed, 74 

dimensions of divine presence as, 
153-160 

Tradition, negation of, by founded reli¬ 
gions, 198-201 

Transfiguration, speech and, 87-92 
Translatio, and fundamentals of 

Egyptian cult, 41,47-52 

Unification of the Two Lands, theme of, 
139 

Uniting with the Sun ritual, 44 
Urban planning, and festival proces¬ 
sional routes, 33-35 
Utterance, creative, 195, See also 
Speech 

Way, principle of, in temple construc¬ 
tion, 30 

Wennefer, Osiris as, 78 
Will, creative, 56-61,192-198 
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World-God. See also God(s); Theology 
antinomies in Ramesside concept of, 
230-244 

cosmos and history, 231-232 
embodiment and disposal, 
234-237 


embodiment and transcendence, 
237-239 

lif^bestowing elements of, 233-234 
One and All, 239-244 
wrath and grace, 232-233 
development of concept, 221-230 
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